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Anna, Ahana and The Yellow Wallpaper:
A Sociological Reflection on Fictional Filmmaking
By
Tanni Chaudhuri
Abstract
The Yellow Wallpaper (Gilman 1892) is based on a story of isolation and part horror experienced by an unnamed
female protagonist. My takeaway from this story, written almost 130 years ago, was its contemporary relevance
and application to domestic violence among the South Asian diaspora in the United States. I named my 30-minute
cinematic adaptation “Anna and Ahana.” In this paper I discuss the premise of the original work, the adaptation
through Gilman’s sociology, and its current application to domestic violence among immigrant communities in
the United States. I also note on the importance of Visual Sociology in the field while making a case for including
fictional filmmaking as a new method of visual learning. In summarizing my notes, I take the roles of both insider
and outsider, based on aspects of the work. In the process, I highlight six important themes which include my
reflections on the following: 1. introducing Gilman to the world outside sociology; 2. presenting the immigrant
context of violence to non-South Asians; 3. reaching out to South Asians in the United States and in the country
of origin; 4. focusing on the malleability of Gilman’s work to include intersectional experiences; 5. arguing for
fictional filmmaking as a credible form within those recognized in Visual Sociology; 6. striving towards industry
standards; and 7. the dilemmas associated with being a first time (female) filmmaker.
Keywords: fictional filmmaking, visual sociology, domestic violence in immigrant communities in the United
States, sociologist as writer, director, and producer of a film

Introduction
My journey in making Anna and Ahana was quite
the unplanned one—an adventure that contrasts with
our thought-through academic research processes. I
did not grow up in the United States. Thus, The Yellow
Wallpaper (Gilman 1892), the basis of my fictional
adaptation, which was a fairly common text among
American high school students, was less common to
me. The temporal and cultural specificity of Gilman’s
sociology helped me to develop the unique perspective
of an outsider looking in (Adler and Adler 1994).
Likely, because of this perspective, as an immigrant in
the current context, and as a non-white woman, the
original text presented itself with a rich possibility.
The Yellow Wallpaper is based on a story of isolation
and part horror experienced by the main protagonist
who was not named in the text. Given the protagonist’s

mental health, her husband takes her to a country
home to get both respite and a “cure.” What follows
is an imaginary camaraderie the protagonist develops
with a character who she believes lives in the walls. My
takeaway from the story was its contemporary relevance
and application to domestic violence among the South
Asian diaspora in the United States. Derived from my
sociological ancestor, I named this adaptation “Anna
and Ahana”.
In The Yellow Wallpaper, I saw the possibility of a
short film with a niche. Previously, the work had been
adapted into short and long forms, for film, television,
and radio. I thought about extending the context to a
background where I was an insider: The South Asian
diaspora. I wanted to focus on the less spoken aspects
of domestic violence that women might undergo post
marriage, upon arrival in the United States.
In this newly developed narrative, Ahana, a young
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woman from Kolkata, India is married to a well-to-do
doctor and settles with him in the United States. Upon
her arrival in the U. S., she feels that the way of life she
used to know as a professional journalist in India has
been substituted with a coerced form of assimilation:
she is expected to let go of the lifestyle she had in India,
and seemlessly adjust to the role of a homemaker in the
new setting.
Ahana, does not adjust well to the stay at home life.
Thus, her husband brings her to a country home similar
to the one in the original text. Ahana imagines that
a woman lives in the walls of her new home and, in
reality, had lived in the house many moons ago. Ahana
also discovers excerpts of the original text of The Yellow
Wallpaper and eventually bonds with the woman in the
wall: “Anna!”

Developing My Cinematic Adaptation of “Anna
and Ahana”
Between March and September, 2019, I began a
unique process of conceptualization, application of a
grant, writing a 25-page screenplay, pre-production,
production and post- production of the first rough cut
of Anna and Ahana. My cinematic adaptation premiered
at my academic institution during a South Asian film
festival.
The film defined a unique moment in my academic
journey and lead to a very interesting and eventful
year that included a premiere in Kolkata, India and
subsequent press coverage.

CLASSICAL THEORY: GILMAN IN THE
CLASSROOM
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inclusion of the female-centric point of view in classical
sociology and elaborated how only recently had the
sociological contributions of Harriet Martineau, Ida B.
Wells, and Jane Addams made it into some introductory
and theoretical textbooks. The trend continues into
recent times with digital repositories including
Wikipedia (Luo, Adams and Brueckner, 2018), which
for many is the first stop as a knowledge hub. The under
representation of female sociological thinkers continues
into the current era of digital knowledge production
since resources like Wikipedia often rely on the original
sources that were limited to begin with (Luoet al. 2018).
As far as sociological ideas are concerned, Gilman’s
theory embraces both Marxism and Symbolic
Interactionism. Several of her ideas were discussed
in class. These included Gilman’s integration of labor
economics in the household with corresponding
gendered hierarchy. Because of women’s complete
dependence on men as bread winners, womens’
independence and authority in the household are
limited. Gilman explains the sources of these limitations:
Both patriliny1 and because women’s relationship to
their husbands in the household economy defines
women as the property of their husbands (Desfor et al.
2007; Gilman 1898). Gilman (1898) also discusses the
impact of socialization on upbringing, and how human
beings grow up to be gendered from their formative
years. Based on how economics disadvantages women
to think of themselves in relation to finding a viable
partner to sustain a family, women invest their energies
in making themselves more likable on those lines rather
than by developing other personal and intellectual
faculties. (Gilman 1898).
Unfortunately, some of Gilman’s ideas have serious
limitations. She propagated the superiority of the white
race and generalized about gender without adequately
acknowledging or exploring intersectionality. Much of
what she wrote also reexamined eugenics and social
Darwinism, including “the necessity to separate races
according to their relative historical development”
(Hausman 1998:499). While she advocated for the overall
superiority of women over men, Gilman’s monolithic
frame of reference is evident when, in alluding to the
human race, she was, in fact, only referring to the
universe of White Anglo-Saxon Protestants (Valverde
1992). In consecutive texts, including Herland (Gilman
1915) and With Her in Ourland (Gilman 1916),
Gilman’s female protagonist, Ellador, while criticizing
the practice of slavery also mentions the mistake of

I want to summarize here my theoretical passage to
Gilman and my film. The context of how the subject of
a film is dwelt upon is often unpredictable. In my case it
was through teaching sociology in the classroom.
In the textbook I used, the authors, Desfor, Edles
and Applerouth (2007) introduce students to a number
of theorists, including Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Mead,
Simmel, Du Bois and Gilman. The authors discussed
Gilman fifth in the sequence of theoreticians and
included her very phenomenal life story. They wrote
about her out-of-the-box thinking and Gilman’s
persistent discursive questions on the established
gender status quo of that time. These thought processes
were prevalent in both her theoretical inclination and
her life choices (Gagnon 2020)
1
This term is defined as the practice of tracing descent in a family
Thomas and Kukulan (2004) discussed the lack of through the father’s line.
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bringing “a mass of people unready for democracy into
a democratic state” (Gilman 1916:156).

The Yellow Wallpaper and 30 years of Gilman
Regardless of its significant limitations, Gilman’s
sociology provided a window of opportunity to me. Her
narrative on The Yellow Wallpaper is an extension of
her original conversation on gender, socialization as well
as domestic division of labor. First, Gilman articulated
a very strong narrative that summarized experience of
isolation, subjugation and domestic violence among
the privileged, in a context where it might even be
hard to decipher (Gilman 1892). Following this trend
in recent times, this particular narrative takes place
in a household where all the members are educated,
economically endowed, and privileged members of
society. This context makes violence even harder to
detect and, given the situation of immigrant families,
further shielded from scrutiny.
Second, Gilman’s text offered me an opportunity
to explore the concept of household economics and
immigration. Gilman’s original text was written at a
time when it was less likely for women to work for pay
outside their homes, which provides the basis of much
of Gilman’s gender-based reflections. The context of the
film is contemporary, and these trends have changed
a lot. Yet the situation of many immigrant women can
be one of involuntary compliance to the stay-a- home
model (Balgamwalla 2014). Laws and restrictions on
work permits, visas or green cards might also restrict
the spouses of working immigrants from entering the
job market (Balgamwalla 2014; Banerjee 2019).
This context has been used in the screenplay for the
protagonist Ahana who, back in India, had a thriving
although stressful career in journalism. While she was
quite adequately self-sufficient in her country of origin,
in the U. S. she finds herself dependent on her husband
and an integral part of the homemaker-breadwinner
household economy. Much of her worth is determined
by fertility dynamics: whether and when Ahana is able
to have a child. This represents a bizarre predicament
since, in arranged marriages, women know that for a
certain period of time after they immigrate to the U. S.,
economic self-sufficiency is not an option even for the
most qualified immigrant women. Regardless of longterm aspirations, the immediate economic implications
can be very limiting on their personal sense of freedom.
This mental crisis is reflected in Ahana’s internal
struggle in the duality between her awareness of the life
she chose and actually coming to terms with it.
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The third important aspect of Gilman’s work for the
film relates to gendered socialization. Ahana represents
a different sense of being—that is, she exhibits a
certain level of internalized emancipation even with
her restricted, changed circumstances. The female
protagonist is educated, urban, smart, confident former
media professional. This is in striking contrast to two
other female protagonists: her sister-in-law, Srishti, and
her friend, Riya. Although Srishti immigrated to the
United States and lived away from her country of origin
for many years, she has held onto many conventional
values that could have been a part of her very specific
sociocultural origin or the time she spent in India (a
few decades earlier than when Ahana left the nation).
Riya, in comparison, is apparently content with her
homemaker lifestyle. She is on a spouse visa, married to
someone working in the United States. In a way, Ahana
provides a very different intersectional experience that
can be associated with her urban, upper-class, Indian
upbringing. Yet given that her husband confines her
to a home and a lifestyle that echoes patriarchal and
traditional expectations, her struggles begin. Ahana’s
growth (or decline) in the narrative demonstrates
the gradual replacement of her confidence with an
overwhelming sense of inner conflict.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: THE BROADER AND
NARROWER CONTEXTS
One of the main premises of Anna and Ahana is
domestic violence experienced among immigrant
communities. According to the National Organization
of Women, one in four women and one in four men are
impacted by domestic violence in their lifetimes. It is one
of the most common types of distress calls received by
U. S. law enforcement: 20,000 calls daily from domestic
violence hotlines (National Statistics 2020). Domestic
violence accounts for 15% of violent crimes in the U. S.
and very frequently involves use of a weapon. (National
Statistics 2020).
Furthermore, physical manifestations of abuse are
only one of the many types. The others include financial,
emotional, sexual, threats to/abuse of the woman’s
children, and homophobia (Gelles 1979; National
Statistics 2020; Types of Abuse 2020). Although it is
easier to decipher physical abuse, the less manifest
mental abuse often comes in the form of name calling,
shifting blame, isolation, and intimidation. In addition,
broader narratives of sexual violence, besides marital
rape, include other kinds of unwanted coercion like
forcing a partner to have sex without protection leading
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to unwanted pregnancies (Types of Abuse 2020).
Examples of financial and technological abuse are
retaining control over income or monitoring activities
of the partner on social media (Types of Abuse 2020).
Domestic violence is also correlated with mental health
issues including depression and suicide (National
Statistics 2020).
Price and Sokoloff (2004) detail the context of
domestic violence among immigrants when they
relocate to a different culture. Their double impediment
in the western world could include their subservient
status in a patriarchal context (both in the country of
origin and the host society), and being a minority in
the west in relation to the white majority. The factsheet
published by Domestic & Sexual Violence in South Asian
Communities (2017), explains the extent of domestic
violence in greater Boston, Houston and San Francisco
bay area. Additional research also details the degree
of violence with compounding complexities emerging
from the intersections of race, class, gender, personal,
institutional, and cultural impediments (Adam and
Schewe 2008; Dasgupta 2000). These vulnerabilities are
augmented by the fact that many abused women are
dependent on their spouses as legal sponsors of their
immigration status, have little information on available
resources, or might have linguistic barriers that
prevent them from getting help (Abraham 1999; 2000;
Chaudhuri, Morash, and Yingling 2014; Dasgupta 2000;
Kapur, Zajicek and Gaber, 2017; Narayan 1995; Raj
and Silverman, 2002). Many “hiccups” in a marriage
might not be construed by outsiders as grave enough
(and hyped as sacrifice). Family values are insisted upon
and women’s interests are considered only in relation to
the family’s interest (Ho 1990; Kapur et al. 2017; Kibria
1990; Tran and Des Jardins 2000).
In The Yellow Wallpaper, I saw strong elements of
domestic abuse which called for an adapted screenplay.
In Anna and Ahana the female protagonist -- a South
Asian immigrant woman Ahana, who is quite fed up
with the limitations of a city life in an urban context,
with a very busy husband and bored with overtime on
the social media, is brought to an isolated location in
the countryside for “therapy”. Both contexts signify
social isolation.
Additionally, the current adaptation addresses some
of these broader implications of domestic violence. It
refers to the less blatant types including emotional
abuse, neglect or financial abuse (Ahana not having
access to the internet or her passport for instance). The
film explains the context of isolation and immigration
that while not completely fresh, might be less known to
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both host and original cultures. The female protagonists
used to be in control of her own life back home, and
in the United States finds herself to be quite the
misfit. Lacking friends and family, her vulnerabilities
augment. But at the same time, she is not the traditional
non English speaking immigrant in a foreign context
susceptible to coercion. The idea that among the South
Asian diaspora domestic violence can be prevalent
amongst the privileged, empowered and educated --was to an extent a niche I wanted to explore.

VISUAL SOCIOLOGY AND THE (NON)
FICTIONAL FORM
A Note on Using Films in the Classroom
I created my film, Anna and Ahana, for a pedagogical
purpose. Although it is a fictional narrative, I wanted
to see whether the fictional form of audio-visual
storytelling can be methodologically validated.
The traditional use of films in the classroom is broader
than the context of Visual Sociology as a methodology.
Sutherland and Fetley (2013) discuss sociology through
films where social reality on gender, race, social class
etc. are taught in the classroom through films. In
addition to analyzing identity, institutions, interactions
and inequality implied in the storyline, in order to
read a film sociologically, Sutherland and Fetley (2013)
developing a sociological toolkit (multiple viewing,
outlining themes, examining hegemonic versus critical
reading of the films).
Films have explored qualitative techniques or used as
the basis for content analysis (Messinger 2012; Saldana
2009; Tolich 1992). Video production has led to effective
teaching strategies that generates an opportunity for
active teaching that has a lasting effect beyond the
classroom (Mangada and Florez-Morris 2007, Tetloff
et al. 2014). Other scholars have offered film genres as
a critical unit of analysis (Getz, 2016; Rubinson and
Mueller 2016), and reiterated the importance of social
construction of identities or ideological reflections in
these works (Getz 2016)

Visual Sociology: Traditional Usage
Visual Sociology as a medium has become very
popular in recent decades. Harper (1996) advocated
for ‘Seeing Sociology’— a visual way of representing
knwoledge, different from words and numbers. Different
types of visual sociology projects include ethnography,
documentary
photography,
photo
elicitation,
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photovoice, etc. The International Visual Sociology
Association works with sociologists, anthropologists,
journalist, filmmakers among others committed to the
same vision. As a medium, Visual Sociology dates back
to the 1974 American Sociological Association’s annual
meetings where the possibilities of photography and
sociology were explored. The subsequent formation of
the association happened in 1980, and the formation
of the journal, Visual Studies, after that. The Visual
Sociology approach is interdisciplinary and in many
ways novel (Harper 1996).
Harper (2012) considers Visual Sociology to be a
compelling method to communicate human conditions.
According to Harper (2012), the world that a visual
narrative communicates is a different form than that
which is communicated by words and language. Harper
(2012) talks about an epistemological shift from the
traditional focus of the sociology being based on words
and numbers to also include images. Techniques like
photo elicitation, photovoice, visual ethnography, and
documentaries have evolved within the field.
Harper (2012) divides the domain of Visual
Sociology into two types. In the first type, sociologists
used photographs “data” or, rather, the unit of analyses.
This approach involves data gathering and deductive
logic in proving, disproving or modifying a theory. In
the second approach, photographs generated from a
cultural point of view, are analyzed for their manifest
and latent assumptions. From a pedagogical perspective,
Visual Sociology also encourages students to learn
about documentary filmmaking by introducing them
to the works of film makers from within and outside
sociology, and then encourages them to make a film of
their own (Tabachnick 2011).
I have traveled this path before by making three
different documentaries in my roles as a graduate
student and a teacher. However, I have not ventured
into the fictional form until now. The evolution of Visual
Sociology creates new parameters for exploring societies
around us; but, at the same time, there are limits to this
process. The creation and usage of a staged narrative to
communicate the understanding of social groups is less
common. Given some of the parameters of how Visual
Sociology has been construed, can fictional films, with a
deeply entrenched sociological motive and pedagogical
agenda be treated as a Visual Sociology product? I do
not think this is an easy question to answer.
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A Note on About Anna and Ahana-- The Film
My film does not fit the convention of Visual Sociology
for several reasons. First, it is a work of fiction rather
than actual lived experiences or life histories. Second,
in my film there is neither a direct research subject
involved and nor their reflections. Instead, I explain the
film’s context to actors in my role as a creative director
who first addressed domestic violence, and then its
specific application to the immigrant community. Thus,
the human agents in the film were actors who, now
cognizant of the context, interpreted their characters
accordingly on screen. Such theatrical interpretations
and reflections also have implications for the classroom
because students grasp the nuances in which domestic
violence operates. Third, the reflective account comes
from me as a teacher; but, in this case, it is not an original
work, rather my adaptation of a century-old short story.
Yet there seems to be one aspect where fictional forms
can be methodologically integrated—this is where
reflexivity comes in. If we want to address reflexivity
within the context of social science, then we focus on
the researcher’s consideration of data interpretations
and the research process. However, at the philosophical
level, reflexivity also suggests self-awareness (Reflexivity
2020).
The original text of The Yellow Wallpaper made me
think about the broader applications of reflexivity. It
also made me aware of my multiple roles as sociologist,
teacher and immigrant, which rendered into the
content of my screenplay. Thus, I extended the context
and implications of the original text to the present and
developed consequent characterizations. The active
agents were also actors who, based on their internalized
understanding of the characters, brought them to life.
This was a form of commentary by South Asian actors
about a social context and life they were partially aware
of immigrants, and now got to reflect upon and interpret
(while it might be harder to recognize nuanced form of
domestic violence and seclusion, but most immigrants
feel isolated moving to a new country). At the same
time, they also dwelt upon and interpreted contexts and
concepts of which they were less aware. I interpreted
what they did as transmissible reflexivity which was
part acquired and part original.

Tanni Chaudhuri
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MY AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC ACCOUNT: THE Presenting the Immigrant Context of
INSIDER-OUTSIDER PERSPECTIVE
Domestic Violence to Non-South Asians
ON FILMMAKING2

Gilman’s text was written for a white, homogeneous

The Insider Looking Out: Introducing Gilman to audience. I adapted the story for a contemporary
the World Outside Sociology
immigrant context. Doing this comes with initial
Although Charlotte Perkins Gilman might not be
as popular as Charles Dickens, the work of female
theoreticians has been harder to recognize within the
discipline of sociology. The task for me was twofold:
1. introducing a female theoretician who lived 100+
years ago; and 2. establishing the circumstances of her
narrative. For my first task, I introduced Gilman’s work
in the beginning of my film in the title credits. I also
made a short documentary exploring the context of
Gilman’s work and used it as a teaser for a social media
page about my film. For the second task, I used a set of
the slides, towards the end of the film, to introduce the
audience to the huge impact of domestic violence in the
United States.
Introducing Gilman and her vision from 100
years back could/was leading to important questions
including: “Really this can happen?” “Can this happen
now?” “Does it just happen to them?” “Can this happen
to us?” These four hypothetical, but related, questions
refer to queries on the existence and extent of domestic
violence as so nuanced and deep, wondering if it can
really happen in contemporary times, is even possible
in South Asian communities (from South Asian point
of view) or is something that just happens to South
Asian communities (from the western perspective).
I based my observations on audience feedback,
informal conversations with collaborators, and
from showcasing the work to my students. Many
acknowledge domestic violence; but, for a nonacademic
audience, this seems to be a major digression from the
context of family and marriage into which individuals
are socialized. Given when Perkins wrote, others might
not see the contemporary relevance of her work. In
most cultures across the globe, where patriarchy is
celebrated and a stigma exists against dissolution of
a marriage, acknowledging domestic abuse is not
spontaneous (although it varies contextually and cannot
be generalized). Similarly, non-South Asian audiences
must be educated in not limiting or associating certain
“kinds” of domestic violence as prevalent only among
“other” (non-western”) cultures.
The content of my autoethnographic account is in script font to
distinguish it from the other sections of this paper and to render it
journal-like in appearance.
2

challenges. Even prior to writing the screenplay and
producing the work for an engaged audience, my
academic endeavor started with writing a grant that
had a regional focus. I had to validate how befitting
a culturally-driven media artifact might be for this
geographical locale. Doing this necessitated supporting
the broader social implications of a largely shifting
socioeconomic space which, in addition to being a
host for established immigrant communities over
the years (Portuguese, Italian and Cape Verdean in
historic context, Latin American in more recent times),
also experienced a steady increase in South Asian
immigration. Although it was still not sizable, the
influx of South Asians grew with upswings in banking
and information technology; thus, validating this
geographical space as socially volatile for South Asians,
I rationalized Anna and Ahana as a film that might
also be relevant to the experiences of other immigrant
communities. I think my film worked in this regard.
When I explained the context of The Yellow Wallpaper
and then Anna and Ahana to my students, I stated a
very careful disclaimer: Domestic violence is universal
and impacts women in every culture. Given the context
of my screenplay and focus on Asians, the phenomenon
of domestic violence should not be construed as an
occurrence only among “others” —i.e., people whose
lives are different /peripheral to the mainstream. My
effort was not that straightforward. Through the
screenplay, I introduced an urban, educated woman
and explained that her underlying constraint might
not strike somebody as obvious. At the same time, one
woman’s vulnerabilities, if extended to many others,
might lead to stereotyping which I tried very hard to
avoid. However, there is a limit to which avoiding
stereotypes can be achieved through visual storytelling
(unless questions are raised after each screening, the
unspoken assumptions
cannot be immediately debunked).

Introducing the Immigrant Context of Domestic
Violence among South Asians in the U. S. and in
Their Country of Origin
There are dual opportunities for this kind of work.
One is the possibility of introducing my work to South
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Asians in the United States. The other is showing my
film to South Asians in South Asia. In the first, I am
referring to a huge diaspora of those who come from
India, Bangladesh or Pakistan. As I mentioned earlier,
and as also documented in literature (Ho 1990; Kapur et
al. 2017; Kibria 1990; Tran and Des Jardins 2000), given
the cultural assumptions associated with marriage,
family, sacrifice, value systems, etc., the narrative
of Anna and Ahana is more likely to be seen as an
exception in family life, rather than the rule. While the
screenings followed by the producer’s Q&A facilitate
explaining the theme in greater detail, not all venues or
sessions would provide adequate opportunities for such
reflection. Thus, some ideas might be lost in translation.
Audience receptivity can also vary. For example,
while showcasing my film in a regular film festival
where different kinds of content are presented,
sometimes a somber theme might not resonate well.
Although showing my film in an academic setting
might work better, time limits of classes and conference
presentations can be a hindrance. The third avenue is
to target communities and partner with organizations
that work with domestic violence survivors. This an
endeavor is in progress.
The second possibility comprises of showcasing the
work in South Asia. In my effort of doing at least one
press show--what I have seen is the local media is more
interested to see whether any known stars are associated
with the cast, the possibility of music release, or any
other set news hook. While the fact that nonresident
Indians are making films on South Asia diaspora and
returning to their countries of origin for screening might
be a news seller, the horrors of immigration that can
impact young women aspiring to come to the United
States through marriage-- might not be the journalistic
focus of a formal screening.

The Outsider Looking In: Are The Yellow
Wallpaper and Anna and Ahana Malleable to a
South Asian Context?
It is important to remember that Charlotte Perkins
Gilman was not writing about me or where I come from.
She was predominantly writing about a homogeneous
context (thus the context of immigrant communities
from a 100 years later is literally seven degrees of
separation). Given the very western origination of the
text what is my luck that this adaptation will actually
resonate with fellow academicians, fellow film makers?
I embarked on this uncertainty of whether this would
ever be seen as a very legitimate adaptation of the work or
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even an accurate one—am I trying to include narratives
of peripheral existence within a monolithic frame of
understanding? Will Anna and Ahana be evaluated as
a credible adaptation? Will it even be construed as a
unique treatment specifically when so many different
adaptations existed?

An Emergent Visual Form?
I am trying to introduce a new form of Visual
Sociology through fictional storytelling. This is not a
kind that has been explored before-- as I mentioned
earlier while documentaries, visual ethnographies are
more organic and integral to Visual Sociology, looking
at reflexivity of screen writers, directors, producers and
actors associated with the fictional form is a less utilized
method.
So how about creating a happy middle ground based
on the know-how of using films in the classroom as an
effective pedagogical medium, and making a film based
on some of the fundamental assumptions of Visual
Sociology? What I propose includes a method based
on an important assumption of Visual Sociology -reflexivity. The film Anna and Ahana is definitely based
on a process of self-awareness which prompted me to
dwell on a work which is 100 years old. Second, when
presented with the script and the original context, every
actor thought through the process and brought their
own interpretation to the work. All of them were nonsociologists who combined their zeal for acting with a
liking for the subject. Furthermore, in traditional Visual
Sociology as well as in using films in the classroom-the implications of film making does not just end with
the production and a premiere—it extends beyond
the classroom and fulfils the active learning criterion
which authors (Mangada and Florez-Morris 2007;
Tetloff et al 2014) iterate. The work was created for
pedagogical purposes and can also be summarized as
what Sutherland and Fetley (2013) would describe as
sociology through films—in this context, it includes
understanding nuanced implications of immigration
and domestic violence from a minority perspective.
So the question remains: Will Anna and Ahana,
although based on a fictional story, be seen as a
legitimate method to be explored further. I can envision
two possible outcomes. First, aside the formal context of
Visual Sociology, Anna and Ahana might be recognized
as a pedagogical product that can be introduced in the
classroom along with traditional films. The second,
more optimistic, possibility is finding a niche in Visual
Sociology for making and using fictional films. Just
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imagine the stories future filmmaking sociologists experience. Thus, began my painful process of personal
can create when thinking about penning accounts of separation from the screenplay I wrote and developing
different cultures and contexts.
trust in the execution process of the collaborators. This
caused me moments of anxiety, loss, and a sense of perStandards for Laurels
ceived helplessness. The good news is that my fears lessened when I saw the film actualize.
In terms of filmmaking-- the production had
Most of the work I did was in the field of documenseveral limitations (including budget, recruiting local taries. The whole project- applying for a grant, writing a
actors, and utilizing accessible locations). I believe that screenplay, recruiting the team, getting the production
everybody associated with the production and post- started, completed, then taking it to places---seemed
production team tried to do their best. However, in the like an ambitious plan. Such mammoth task and its
end, it is not earnestness that is rewarded but the quality partial realization also come with its own peculiarities.
of a product, the standards of which are set already. Overall, the producer since not an actor, director or cinScreening and evaluation is subjective and a largely ematographer somewhat to me seemed to be an outdivided world- where to market your film in terms of sider in the shooting process. This is ironic, given the
festivals did not appear crystal clear (more so because overall ownership that producers have with products
a pandemic right after postproduction would make that come out of their portfolios, beginning long before
networking in festivals even harder). The pandemic the production process and continuing well beyond the
delayed my entry into the grid of existing or emergent completion of post productions.
film makers. I considered submitting the film in festivals
My initial take was that, since I have conceived the
in the American and South Asian parlance as well as project and was executing it, access seemed inevitable.
spaces outside of these two contexts. Receptivity of this Much to my surprise that was not the case. There were
kind of work is driven by content and technology. Can it different protocols of the shooting process that I had
also be driven by culture? (although the world of global to learn. Furthermore, because of budget constraints, I
filmmaking and virtual submission over the years has could only pay the passionate, talented, hard-working
shrunk the universe of films and the standards upheld). community actors, director and other production personnel a very modest honorarium that was very little
Madam Producer: Filmmaking and the Fictional in comparison to industry standards. In reality, I was
more of a figurative producer without the conventional
Form
financial might. Therefore, I am very thankful for the
help I received without which the film would not have
This domain of discussion is one of the important been completed. In exchange, I tried to take care of evpieces of my discourse. First, as in many other professions, eryone through nurturing and caregiving. During this
the world of filmmaking is a male-dominated enterprise engagement in the production process, the distinction
where the visibility of women as filmmakers or their associated with writing the screenplay, the sociologist’s
struggles are manifold (Hankin 2007; Slide 2014; Smith, endeavors loses its partial essence (until the screenings
Pieper and Choueiti 2013). There are many fewer female and and film festival selections, when the hard work of
directors than male directors. The existence of glass creative personnel finally gets its recognition).
ceiling is not new (Hankin 2007; Slide 2014; Smith,
Pieper and Choueiti 2013). For me, in a broader context, CONCLUSION
this means working as a female minority filmmaker
within a host culture in which I have not grown up.
In the end, I think I did justice to Gilman’s original
My intersectional experiences consist of gender, race, work—not by virtue of the fact that I am claiming to
ethnicity as well as my immigrant status.
have made a stellar film with my associates. I think
For this film I wrote the screenplay, was its creative audiovisual content seems to be having its own moment
director and the producer, the person who assembled of recognition irrespective of size or stature of the work
the funds. In the more immediate context of making the (through questions asked, discussions that follow or
film, my particular status, or perhaps limitation, is that I modest accolades/recognition). I also sense that my
have not directed a fictional film before, had no collabo- classroom explanation of domestic violence among
rators beyond whom I had reached out to at that point, immigrant communities will be even more impactful
and I came to the project with very little film-making when I show established films like Provoked (Internet
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The Power of Communication:
Looks, Words, and Gestures Make Society
By
Hermann Strasser
Abstract
Social order comes about only through mankind’s cultural control of animal inclinations. This statement can be
seen particularly clearly on the action level: Humans communicate with others through looks, words, and gestures.
In this way, via rules, values, and symbols, they create a social bond with other humans. Action is fundamental to
the architecture of society because humans cannot not communicate. Therefore, humans turn out to be not only
communicators but also relational guides, making them ingenious architects of society.
Keywords: culture, action, communication, symbols, gestures, impression management
Introduction

creatures of habit, humans feel challenged, distressed or
even threatened. For many people, the era of Covid-19
Is there any better proof of the communicator as the leads to being alone. Some associate aloneness with a
architect of society than the Coronavirus era? Just think feeling of loneliness. Others speak of social isolation.
of the pronouncements of virologists, health ministers Psychiatrist Manfred Spitzer (2018) views loneliness
in various countries, governors, mayors, and lateral not only as a feeling but also as a contagious disease.
thinkers. Think also about the However one views it, aloneness harms individuals,
lost contacts and frustration of their contacts, and the entire community.
many citizens. Communication
Here I would like to discuss briefly my latest book,
has always been a societal feature The Communicator as the Architect of Society: Looks,
of systemic relevance. But who Words, and Gestures (Strasser 2020).1 The main focus
thinks about the different ways of my book is on tracing the roots and consequences
humans communicate when of human rule-governed action. To this end, I imagine
life is "normal?" Our everyday society as a pyramid which contains four levels from
Hermann Strasser
professional and family lives are bottom to top. The levels of the pyramid reflect the
characterized by people‘s actions in which they use conditions of life whose threads come together to form
looks, words, and gestures to communicate messages a structure (cf. Reimann et al. 1991).
and make impressions.
At the bottom of the pyramid is the first and basic level:
action. Relationships are on the next level. Institutions
No Society without Communication
form the third level and complex subsystems of society,
the fourth level. On top, like a roof, is social structure.
Human life is the space where communication takes In social situations, we not only engage in actions, but
place, no matter our situation. As Paul Watzlawick (2015) also form relationships with other people. To engage in
suggested, human beings cannot not communicate. 1
When actors with whom we interact regularly suddenly My book appeared recently as the first volume in the new series
Edition soziologie heute in German. This series is part of the
disappear from this space, new greeting rituals must be activities of the journal soziologie heute (sociology today) which is
introduced. People wear masks and words change. As published in Linz, Austria.

Hermann Strasser
social relationships, however, humans need to create and
use rules of conduct that are binding in various social
contexts. The family, school, church, judiciary, political
parties, and the media provide us with the institutional
contexts of the social pyramid. Humans also must deal
with complex subsystems of society. These include, for
example, municipalities in federal states, organizations,
associations, and clubs.
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demonstrated by the wolf children and Kaspar Hauser,
the "enigmatic boulder." Humans do not define the
limits of their living world by scent but, instead, by
visible symbols which are based on moral values and
rules of behavior. If this cultural frame of reference did
not exist, human society would not function. This is the
argument at the center of my first chapter.
After exiting from mother‘s womb, the human beings
must find their way in this world slowly. The newborn
The Power of Communication
leaves a closed world and enters an open world. While
the animal is largely bound to its environment, humans
Through these four levels we can view an extremely must create their own world. The animal in us can only
complex social system: the structure of society in be tamed and controlled by cultural commands and
which we live and act. The social structure defines the prohibitions that we internalize as moral obligations.
interrelationships of actions that come from the various Socialization and social control turn us into human
institutional moorings of people. Social structure also beings and our lives into schools. Life is action, in
provides people with achieved and ascribed membership that humans communicate through looks as facial
in social groups or social categories based on religion, expressions, words as language, gestures as body
education, occupation, income, race, gender, and age.
language. These tools also make clever adaptors.
What constitutes humans as acting, understanding
individuals that makes them architects of society? Visual Creatures
The answer to this question is found in how humans
communicate with each other through looks, words,
In the next chapters of my book, I discuss the "school
and gestures and what kinds of consequences follow.
of human life," which is brought to us through looks,
Thus, the reader sets out to explore how humans words, and gestures. Thus, as visual animals, acting
harness culture and emerge as relational guides, human beings experience that they come via ways of
ultimately elevating them to the ingenious architects seeing to points of view. The process of seeing changes
and builders of society. In the chapters where I discuss the world we perceive and the world that is perceived
looks, words, and gestures, I deal in more detail with by other people. The world is, as we see it. However,
how humans not only create society, but also make the visible world is always changing. Many years ago,
it. Each of all five chapters ends with a summary of images that we saw on television, in videos, photos and
insights. However, the central insight I want to share is films have become the actual media of our perception
that humans create and make society justified in light and have replaced seeing directly, as German film
of the forces that lurk within them and their social director Edgar Reitz (2019) argues.
construct. Therefore, in the final chapter, I take a critical
In order to consider something to be true, we must
look at the safeguarding and endangering aspects of the understand what we perceive. The eye "thinks," although
social bond between humans.
"perceiving" is not the same as "taking something for
I hope that this alphabet soup, which was created in true." The gaze symbolizes presence. The presence of
the Coronavirus period, will be palatable to readers. other people has always changed our behavior.
Next, I look at the main features of the communicator
and the central theses of my book.
Language, the Creator
Mankind, Janus-Faced Beings
That humans are Janus-faced beings is beyond
question. Humans belong to two worlds: nature and
culture. Social behavior, which is oriented towards other
people, can only be understood from human tribal
history. Due to their unspecific organic equipment,
human beings cannot live without culture, which
defines their way of life. This observation can also be

How does what we perceive to be true come about?
As the developmental psychologist Jean Piaget (2000)
made clear, we humans reveal reality by means of
language. So the eye eats too, and there is love at first
sight. For to be human is to act, to use language and to
be used by it, as Erving Goffman (1959) taught us in
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.
Because the path of civilization is paved by words,
language moves. With words, humans could give
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meaning to things beyond their immediate experience.
Language enabled us to talk about experiences not
immediately present to us (cf. Strasser/Bilitza 2011).
With language we set off on the way through life. We
communicate verbally and non-verbally, give things a
name, and interpret them. Languages also change when
new content and forms of thought enter a language –
for example, the use of abbreviations such as LOL not
only by young people. During the time of the Corona
pandemic, our minds have been literally infected with
new words including home office,2 lockdown, lateral
thinkers, FFP2 masks, shock ventilation, at-risk groups,
triage, and incidence.
As social media demonstrate, linguistic reduction
leads to emotionalized expression. The choice of words
in e-mails, text messages, and letters also points to the
increasing emotionalization in society. For example,
people often write to each other as if their relationship
had changed, although they have not become closer. We
must ask ourselves whether we still experience the world
through our five senses or only via photos and videos
that we are supposed to interpret. This comment applies
to the increasing number of video conferences in which
people are involved, not only from their home offices
but also when direct, face-to-face communication is
not possible. Communication experts such as Joachim
Höflich even speak of a "new form of sociality:" "We
have never communicated as much as we do today and
never talked to each other as little" (Fromme 2018).
Images, ideas of the world, are activated in the human
brain through language. For writers like Friedrich
Dürrenmatt, writing is "coming to terms with the
world through language." The limits of communication
are the limits of society. It is not surprising that, for
Niklas Luhmann, society simply meant communication
(Luhmann 1996; Schäfers 2016). Wilhelm von Humboldt
had already stated: "The true home is actually language."
Language is not only communication but also makes
cognition possible, that is, views of the world, not just
worldviews.
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speak body language as well as use words. My take-away
point is that nothing works in the absence of nonverbal
communication, even when communication is usually
expressed through speech.
For gesture researcher David McNeill (2015), gesture
thus becomes the "window of the mind." Gestures make
a message understandable and clarify what is important
to the speaker. For example, Donald Trump used two
gestures to illustrate a point: the index finger jab and
the fist swing.
Gestures change and reflect changes in society. The
Corona mask and the standoff are also gestures, as
gestures are expressed in rituals, customs, and mores
in general. The mime Samy Molcho (1983: 9, 21) said
in a nutshell: The body is "the glove of the soul," "the
expression of inner movements." Facial expression,
gestures, speech and voice enter into an alliance of
expression that leaves an impression. Humans are
constantly challenged to save face.
CONCLUSION
Humans: From the Sapient of Relationships to the
Architect of Society

Mankind‘s greatest challenge is probably to order
life through meaning, but at the same time to view life
as open to change. To do this, we build cultural safety
valves into the flow of our daily lives in order to let
off steam while finding new, surprising solutions to
problems. Because the social bond created by culture is
not inherent to us, we find it difficult to bear the burden
of social control without temporary relief. In other
words, without taming the beast within and through
creative culture, man cannot become man and cannot
be man (cf. Stark, 1976, 1978).
Looks, words, and gestures become the mirror of
meaning in our way of life, our culture. Through the
mirror reflection of culture, we understand what it means
to be human. Looks, words, and gestures practiced
regularly make us what we are: communicators. A
The Impression Manager
society’s culture provides the building material and the
framework for social architecture and makes humans
Keep in mind that about 90% of our linguistic architects of society, not just sociological mind-game
utterances are accompanied by gestures, especially the players.
movement of the head, arms and hands. After all, we all
The idea of society as a pyramid also makes it clear
2
Since the advent of Covid-19, the term "home office" is used in that humans, as communicators, do not just design
Germany and in many other non-English speaking countries society. Beginning on the ground floor, we build
unlike the American expression, "working from home."
society through our actions. Regarding these ways of
communication, as I explained in the second and third
chapters of my book, our ways of seeing become points
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of view via gazes and words. Only through language can
we give reality a communicative face.
With the appearance and impressions humans create,
they become not only the builder of society but also the
ingenious architect of the building. However, "ingenious"
does not always mean "ideal." We are supported in
this task by our ability to communicate cooperatively,
through which we create the "we" with the other. The
other is our "looking-glass self," as classic sociologist
Charles Horton Cooley (1902) defined this term. We
hold up the mirror of other people’s impressions. These
impressions of us shape the way we recognize and define
ourselves. Since symbiosis has been the most important
driving force of evolution, our mode of existence is, and
remains, communication.
We live and learn from our modes of relation,
making us a sapient of relationship. As such, we search
for meaning and create meaning by establishing
relationships with other people. In sum, our actions
are directed towards gaining the appreciation of others
important to us and avoiding their disregard. Through
appreciation, reason and feelings are combined and
enlighten us about what is socially desirable in our
society. As Kister (2020) wrote: "It is the others who
make us human." For this reason, my book is dedicated
to the other, our looking-glass self.
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How Has Stagnation in the Racial Progress of Blacks
Been Reflected in the Attitudes of Whites and Blacks in the U. S.
Since the Early 1970s?
By
Gabriella Costantini, Jocelyn Jolon Gamez, and Roger Clark
Abstract
We examine some of the changes in attitudes of blacks and whites in the U.S. since 1972. We do this in response
to Putnam and Garrett’s (2020a, 2020b) contention that much of the progress that blacks achieved in the first part
of the twentieth century has stalled, or reversed itself, since then. We use General Social Survey data to find out
whether black attitudes towards education, their financial situation, their jobs, the courts, their health and life in
general have also stalled, at least in comparison with what has happened among white counterparts. As Putnam
and Garrett might have expected, we found little relative improvement in black attitudes towards education, their
finances and jobs; and that there has actually been a relative decrease in their sense that courts are fair. On the
other hand, we found that their sense of personal health and happiness has improved at least as compared to
whites’ perception. We interpret our findings.
Key terms: racial inequality, stalled racial progress, fairness of courts, feelings about health and happiness

Introduction
Robert Putnam and Shaylyn Garrett-- first in their
provocative book The Upswing (2020a), then in a New
York Times editorial “Why Did Racial Progress Stall in
America” (2020b), offer the striking observation that,
contrary to popular belief that there was no measurable
progress towards racial equality before the civil rights
movements of the 1950s and 1960s, there was actually
a great deal of progress in the twentieth century before
the 1960s . . .and that there has been precious little since.
They show that blacks were moving towards equality in
education before Brown vs. the Board of Education in
1954, towards voting equality before the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 and towards income equality before the
Civil Rights Act of 1964. They argue that much of
the subsequent flattening, if not reversal, of the trends
towards racial equality that occurred in the first 60 or 70
years of the twentieth century, can be explained in terms
of deep-seated change from a communitarian (a Weoriented) society to an individualistic (an I-oriented)
one. Their data, and reasoning, are so persuasive that
one is inclined to say that the case is closed: that there

has been virtually no progress towards racial equality
since the 1960s and that former President Obama’s wins
in 2008 and 2012 were mere aberrations.
In this article, we analyze data primarily from a
source Putnam and Garrett did not use: the General
Social Survey. Our objective is to discover the extent
to which the trends Putnam and Garrett point out are
reflected in data about attitudes. The General Social
Survey provides researchers with data from 1972, about
the time Putnam and Garrett suggest the flattening or
reversal away from racial equality began, to 2018. These
data permit us to examine and compare the attitudes
of blacks and whites towards education, financial wellbeing, job satisfaction, the justice system, health, and life
in general. We begin by laying out some expectations
and/or questions based our review of the literature.

Literature Review
Confidence in Education
Enslaved African Americans valued education even
as, and maybe because, southern states passed laws that
prescribed stiff punishments for a slave who could read.

Gabriella Costantini, Jocelyn Jolon Gamez, and Roger Clark
Slaves taught one another to read and achieved a literacy
rate of 5 to 10 percent by the time of the Civil War
(Fairclough 2001:4; Kenschaft & Clark 2016: 206). After
the Civil War, a huge wave of educational expansion
occurred as African Americans saw education as a key to
their advancement (Anderson 1988:17-18). We expect
that this enthusiasm for education partially accounts
for the great diminution in the difference in educational
achievement between whites and blacks that Putnam
and Garrett (2000a) found occurring between 1940
and 1975. We also expect, then, that confidence in
education among blacks will have been generally higher
than it was for whites in the 1970s, the decade when the
General Social Surveys (GSS) began. We are not sure
whether this gap would have increased, decreased or
remained about the same between 1972 and 2018. We
imagine that the answer to this question will depend, in
part, on whether successive black and white subsamples
of the GSS will have experienced progress, regress, or
stasis in terms of their pursuit of high school and college
educations.

Financial and Job Satisfaction
Previous authors have shown that blacks enjoy less
job satisfaction and, one would presume, less financial
satisfaction than whites do (e.g., Cuker et al. 2010), but
Putnam and Garrett’s focus is on change over time.
Putnam and Garrett (2008a:211) report that after 40
years of decreasing racial inequality in income, due
in large measure to the mass exodus of blacks from
the South between1940 and 1980, there was a distinct
flattening of progress in income since then. Therefore,
we expect to find almost no change in the comparative
financial and job satisfaction of whites and blacks
during the period covered by the GSS (1972-2018).

Concerns about the Justice System
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Control Act. This Act not only expanded penalties for
marijuana possession and established a federal system
of mandatory minimum sentencing, but also led to a
nearly 12-fold increase in federal funding for the annual
budget of the FBI’s drug enforcement unit between
1980 and 1984 (Beckett 1997: 52-53). After 1984, blacks
experienced an even greater chance than whites of being
imprisoned than they had in the decades immediately
preceding the 1980s. A 2011 survey showed blacks
were less likely to use a wide variety of illegal drugs (and
half as likely to use cocaine ) as whites’ however, blacks
were much more likely than whites to be serving time in
prison for drug-related crimes (Knafo 2013). By 2010, 1
in 15 black men were in prison as compared to 1 in 106
white men. By 2010, 1 in 9 black men aged 20 to 34 were
behind bars. We speculate that the huge relative burden
of incarceration borne by blacks will have taken a larger
relative toll on their perception of the courts, leading to
an increasing difference between blacks’ view, and that
of whites, that the courts were too harsh after the 1980s.

Personal Estimate of Health
Putnam and Garrett (2020a) report a large drop in
the difference between white and black life expectancy
between 1900 and 1950. They are somewhat unclear
about the reasons for this drop, but attribute it, in part, to
a relative decline in black maternal and infant mortality.
Putnam and Garrett note a distinct leveling off in the
drop in the racial differences on this variable between
1950 and 2000; but they do admit that the drop in the
difference between white and black life expectancy
picked up again in the last 20 years. They, and other
authors, have attributed this trend to an increase in
suicides and other “deaths of despair” primarily among
working class whites. Why blacks have not suffered
a similar increase in suicides remains something of a
mystery. One hypothesis is that blacks have been more
involved than whites in faith communities that may
help protect them against despair. The belief among
blacks that everyone suffers troubles and hardship may
result in relatively low expectations (Frakt 2020).
In any case, we anticipate that the recent decline in
the difference between white and black life expectancies
may have engendered relative gains for blacks in their
belief that they have good to excellent health.

Putnam and Garrett (2020a) argue that one area in
which there has not been a reversal of the positive trends
that had existed before the 1970s is in incarceration.
In fact, they argue that the black/white incarceration
ratio has grown pretty much uniformly since the
1920s (Putnam and Garrett, 2020a: 220-221). Our
view is only slightly different: we would suggest that
the incarceration picture has gotten even more dismal
since the 1980s for blacks, compared to whites, than one Happiness
might have expected based upon previous trends.
The War on Drugs began in earnest in 1984, when then
Cobb et al. (2020) find that blacks tend to be happier
President Ronald Reagan signed the Comprehensive if they have decent incomes and, as we, in Figure 2
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below, and Putnam and Garrett (2020a) have shown,
their incomes have risen, quite modestly, in comparison
with whites’ incomes. (See Figure 2.) More importantly,
perhaps, meta-analyses (e.g., Okun, Stock and Haring,
1984) have shown that people with good physical health
are happier than people who do not perceive that they
have good health. Furthermore, they find that people
who have religious connections are happier too. We did
a brief check on Frakt’s (2020) inference that blacks have
retained stronger religious connections than whites.
A GSS survey in 1980 found that 63.4% of blacks said
that religion was very important to them, while only
43.6% of whites said this was true (Smith et al. 2019).
The GSS never asked this question again. However, in
2014, the PEW Research Center did and found that
75% of blacks said that religion was very important to
them, while only 49% of whites did (PEW Research
Center, 2014). The change in the percentages (11.6%
for blacks and 5.4% for whites) suggest that, if religious
connections do in fact enhance perceptions of personal
happiness, then blacks might have made inroads in the
happiness gap over time for this reason as well.
Thus, the fact that that blacks believe they have
made gains in relative health, are more likely to have
maintained or increased religious connections, and
made slight gains in relative income could mean that
the overall happiness reported by blacks may have also
increased compared to that reported by whites.

Methods
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the attitudes expressed by white and black respondents
for each of these decades. These questions ask about
respondents’ 1) confidence in education, 2) satisfaction
with their financial condition, 3) satisfaction with their
jobs, 4) view of the court system, 5) estimate of their
own health, and 6) overall happiness. We focus on
comparing the percentages of whites and blacks who
say 1) they have great confidence in education, 2) they
are satisfied with their financial condition, 3) they are
satisfied with their jobs, 4) they think the courts are
too harsh, 5) they think their health is either good or
excellent, and 6) they are very happy.

Findings
We deal with each of our research questions and/or
hypotheses in turn.

Confidence in Education
We were not sure about the effect of educational
changes since 1970 on the relative confidence of whites
and blacks in education. Putnam and Garrett (2020a)
show that, between 1970 and 2018, the ratio between
the high school completion rates of blacks and whites
increased slightly while the ratio between college
completion rates changed very little. Our Figure 1.,
based on the percentage of GSS respondents saying they
had completed high school and college in each of the
28 reporting years from 1972 to 2018, shows much the
same: that the difference in the percentage of whites
and blacks who completed high school had been almost
halved (from about a 16-percentage point difference
in 1972 to a roughly 8-percentage point difference
in 2018). Figure 1 also shows almost no change in
the difference in the percentage of white and blacks
completing college over the period, however. In 1972,
there was an 8.1 point difference; in 2018, an 8.4 point
difference. (See Figure 1.)1
		

The theoretical framework offered by Putnam and
Garrett (2020a, 2020b) suggests that, on any number of
dimensions, racial inequality will have stagnated or not
improved much in the last fifty years. We will be testing
whether this stagnation is reflected in the attitudes held
by whites and blacks over that time frame. Gaining
insight into this question requires data about variables
of concern over time. In this research, we employ
trend data from the General Social Survey. It should be
noted that trend data can not tell us how the attitudes of
particular individuals change (as panel data can). What
they do offer is a picture of how aggregated attitudes of
populations change over time.
Our attitudinal data are from the National Opinion
Research Center’s 28 iterations of the General Social
Survey between 1972 and 2018 (see Smith et al., 2019).
For simplicity’s sake, we have agglomerated data for each
of the 5 decades since the GSS began—the 1970s, 1980s, 1Because of space limitations, not every reporting year gets a num1990s, 2000s, and 2010s—on six questions asked in ber at the bottom of a figure. Thus, 2008, 2012 and 2016 get labels
each of the 28 survey years and measured differences in in Figure 1, but 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2018 do not.
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century. Bureau of the Census data, which we present
in Figure 2, supports this contention. It shows, for
instance, that the median income for blacks was 60.8%
of the median income for whites in 1970, while the
corresponding figure in 2019 was 62.9%. (See Figure
2.) A small rise indeed.

Source: Smith et al., 2019

What did this do to the relative confidence in
education claimed by blacks and whites? Table 1
addresses this question. Thus, in the 1970s, 48.5% of
black respondents said they had great confidence in
education, while only 36.4% of whites did. Confidence
in education declined for both groups, as it did for
most U.S. institutions over the five decades, but blacks
retained substantially greater confidence than whites.
In the 2010s, 37.7% of blacks claimed to have great
confidence in education, while only 22.2% of whites
did. (See Table 1.)
Table 1. Percentage of Whites and Blacks Holding
Great Confidence in Education, and the Difference
in the Percentages, by Decade
____________________________________________
Decade
Race
% Difference
Whites
Blacks
Holding Great Confidence in Education
____________________________________________
1970s
36.4
48.5
12.1
1980s
29.4
39.8
10.4
1990s
23.9
35.6
11.7
2000s
25.5
37.2
11.7
2010s
22.2
35.7
13.5
____________________________________________
Source: Smith et al, 2019

Financial and Job Satisfaction
Putnam and Garrett (2020a) present data suggesting
there had been essentially no diminution of income
equality between whites and blacks in the last half

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Historical Income Tables,
2020, Table H-5, in 2019 dollars.
Table 2 shows that there was not a drastic change in
the differences between whites’ and blacks’ satisfaction
with their financial situations or jobs either. Thus, while
the difference in the percentage of whites and blacks
saying they were satisfied with their financial situation
was 11.4% in the 1970s, it was still fully 10.8% in the
2010s. (See Table 2.)
Although, the difference in the percentage of whites
and blacks who said they were satisfied with their jobs
was 12.7% in the 1970s, it was 8.8% in the 2010s. (See
Table 3.) Obviously, the decrease in the difference was
slightly greater for satisfaction with jobs than with
financial situation, but neither is completely unexpected
in light of Putnam and Garrett’s demonstration of little
change in racial income inequality.
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Table 2. Percentage of Whites and Blacks Having
Satisfaction with Their Financial Situation, and the
Difference in the Percentages, by Decade
____________________________________________
Decade
Race
% Difference
Whites
Blacks
Satisfied with Their Financial Situation
____________________________________________
1970s
33.7
22.3
11.4
1980s
30.9
18.2
12.7
1990s
30.7
19.5
11.2
2000s
33.7
18.0
15.7
2010s
30.1
19.3
10.8
____________________________________________
Source: Smith et al, 2019

than three times what it was in the 1980s and almost
two times what it was in the 1970s. (See Table 4.)

Table 3. Percentage of Whites and Blacks Expressing
Satisfaction with Their Jobs, and the Difference in
the Percentages, by Decade

Table 4. Change in Racial Attitudes towards the
Courts Over Five Decades: Percentage of Whites and
Blacks That Think Courts Are Too Harsh and the
Difference Between Races, in Percentages
____________________________________________
Decade
Race
% Difference 		
		Whites
Blacks
Think Courts Are Too Harsh
____________________________________________
1970s
3.4
14.3
10.9
1980s
2.6
8.7 		
6.1
1990s
3.2
11.3 		
8.1
2000s
7.2
19.7
12.5
2010s
14.2
33.9
19.7
____________________________________________
Source: Smith et al, 2019

Decade
Race
% Difference
		Whites
Blacks
Satisfaction with Their Jobs
____________________________________________
1970s
50.9
38.2
12.7
1980s
48.1
39.2
8.9
1990s
47.7
35.8
11.9
2000s
51.9
40.4
11.5
2010s
51.5
42.7
8.8
____________________________________________
Source: Smith et al, 2019

Think the Courts are Too Harsh

Personal Estimate of Health
Putnam and Garrett (2020a) suggest that blacks,
while still not enjoying the life expectancy of whites, did
make some gains in the last 20 years, even though they
experienced very little relative progress in the previous
50 years. We used data from the Centers for Disease
Control (2017) to support this contention, graphically,
displayed in Figure 3. This figure shows that the
difference between the life expectancies of whites and
blacks declined by almost half (from 6.5 years to 3.4
years) between 2000 and 2015. (See Figure 3.)

Did the legislative enactment of the War on
Drugs in 1984 and the subsequent imprisonment of
disproportionately greater number of blacks affect
blacks’ attitudes towards the courts differently for whites
and blacks? Table 4 suggests that they did. Thus, in
the 1970s blacks were 10.9% more likely than whites to
say the courts were too harsh (14.3% of blacks said this
while only 3.4% of whites did so). The percentage of
both whites and blacks seeing the courts were too harsh
dropped in the 1980s (2.6% and 8.7%, respectively),
as did the difference (6.1%). But the percentages and
the differences rose over the next three decades, very Source: Centers for Disease Control, 2017
likely as the effects of the legislation and imprisonment
were observed. In the 2010s, the percentage of both
It is legitimate, however, to ask whether this difference
whites and blacks who thought the courts were too in lived experience had any effect on the perception that
harsh had dramatically increased (to 14.2% and 33.9%, whites and blacks have of their health. Turning to Table
respectively), and the difference (19.7%) was now more
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5, we can see that it did. During the 1970s, there was
a 14% difference in the percentage of whites (75.3%)
and blacks (61.3%) who rated their health as either
good or excellent. This difference had dropped pretty
substantially (to 10.5%) in the 2000s, when 79.2% of
whites said they had either good or excellent health and
68.7% of blacks did so. But this decline was dwarfed by
the decline in the difference that occurred between the
2000s and the 2010s, when the difference reached 3.6
years. The reader will note that more of the latter decline
is accounted for by a drop of whites’ perception of their
health (almost a 5 percent drop—from 79.2 percent who
thought they were in good or excellent health to 74.3%)
than by an increase in blacks’ perception of theirs—a
2 percent rise from 68.7% to 70.7%). (See Table 5.) It
is very plausible that those things that were causing
working-class whites to take their own lives (through
suicides and other deaths of despair) have been the real
reasons for the recent decrease in the difference between
white and black life expectancy.

Happiness
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CONCLUSION
Putnam and Garrett (2020a and 2020b) argue that
there are many important arenas of American life in
which blacks have either fallen further behind whites
or have not made substantial gains on whites in the
last half century. We use GSS data to discover whether
what has happened in these and other arenas have
been reflected in changed attitudes about them. We
find some evidence that they have, but there are some
surprises as well.
Both whites and blacks have declined in the
percentages of each race who expressed “great
confidence” in education during the last 50 years.
However, relatively speaking, black confidence in
education remained higher than that of whites over time.
Thirty-seven percent of black respondents expressed
great confidence in education during the 2010s, while
only 22.3% of whites did so. Part of the reason for the
maintenance of blacks’ margin of confidence over whites
may be that, while they have not made relative gains
in the acquisition of college degrees, they have made
substantial progress relative to whites in the acquisition
of high school diplomas.

Now we will examine what happened to the
percentage of respondents who said they were “very
happy” by race. Table 6 shows that whites claimed an Table 6. Change in Happiness of Whites and Blacks
overall decrease in happiness, averaging an overall Over Five Decades: Percentage of Whites and Blacks
loss of 4.1% loss between the 1970s and 2010s in the
Who Say They Are Very Happy and the Difference
number who said they were very happy. Blacks show a
Between the Races, in Percentages
3.7% increase in the percentage saying they were very
____________________________________________
happy in the same period. This resulted in the racial gap
Race
% Difference
diminishing by 7.9% (from 14% to 6.1%), less than half Decade
what it was in the 1970s. (See Table 6.)
Whites
Blacks
Say They Are Very Happy
Table 5. Change in Attitudes Towards Health of
____________________________________________
Whites and Blacks Over Five Decades: Percentage of 1970s 		
36.3 		
22.3 		
14.0
Whites and Blacks Who Believe They Are in Good
1980s 		
35.3 		
22.3 		
13.0
or Excellent Health and the Difference Between the 1990s 		
34.1 		
22.5 		
11.6
Races, in Percentages
2000s
34.8 		
27.0 		
7.8
____________________________________________ 2010s
32.2 		
26.1 		
6.1
____________________________________________
Decade
Race
% Difference
Source: Smith et al, 2019
Whites
Blacks
Believe They are in Good or Excellent Health
____________________________________________
1970s
75.3 		
61.3 		
14.0
1980s
78.1 		
69.2 		
8.9
1990s
79.2 		
66.7 		
12.5
2000s
79.2 		
68.7 		
10.5
2010s
74.3
70.7 		
3.6
Source: Smith et al, 2019

Another arena in which the advantage of whites over
blacks has been largely, if not completely, maintained
is income. Therefore, we did not expect to see any
relative improvement in blacks’ satisfaction with their
financial situation or their jobs. This was the case for
perceived financial satisfaction which became less likely
for both whites and blacks to almost the same degree.
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However, the difference between whites’ and blacks’
job satisfaction did decline (by about 4%) between the
1970s and the 2010s. Why this change occurred is not
obvious. For a variety of reasons, jobs for less educated
people have disappeared since the 1970s; but this has
affected both whites and blacks. We speculate that the
relative gains blacks have made in earning high school
diplomas has meant they have not been as relatively
closed out of the remaining jobs for less educated people
as they were in the 1970s.
One dimension of racial inequality that is difficult
to overlook after the summer of 2020, is perceived
treatment by the justice system. Unfortunately, the
GSS does not provide data about perceived satisfaction
with policing. However, the GSS does provide data on
changing attitudes towards the courts. Since the 1970s,
the percentage of blacks who perceive courts to be
“too harsh” has been greater than that for whites and it
increased more dramatically, especially since the 2000s,
than it has for whites. By the 2010s, 33.9% of blacks
said the courts were too harsh, while only 14.2% of
whites said this. We suspect this has to do with the War
on Drugs, initiated in the 1980s, and the much greater
increase in the rate of imprisonment of blacks for drugrelated crimes, compared to whites.
On one dimension of racial inequality, health, blacks
have made gains, particularly in the last 20 years or, at
least, before the Covid-19 pandemic hit. The difference
between black and white life expectancy has seen a 20year diminution to the point where the average black
person’s perceived life expectancy was only 3.6 years
less than the average white person’s life expectancy in
the 2010s. It appears to us that blacks have internalized
positive gains in their perceptions of their life expectancy
at some level because there has recently been a dramatic
shrinkage in the difference between whites and blacks
in the percentage of people saying they believe they
are in “good or excellent” health. A good deal of the
shrinkage is due to a decrease in the percentage of
whites saying they’re in good to excellent health (from
79.2% in the 2000s to 74.3% in the 2010s)—perhaps a
result of the factors contributing to the rise of deaths
of despair among middle-aged working-class males
(e.g., Case & Deaton 2017; Case & Deaton 2015a;
Case & Deaton 2015b). But some of the shrinkage
is also due to a continued rise in the percentage of
blacks seeing themselves as in good health—perhaps a
function of easier access to health care after the passage
of the Affordable Care Act in 2010; perhaps a result of
increasing high school completion rates, providing a
basic understanding of what’s needed for good health.
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To the extent that the relative improvement in blacks’
health and perception of health has been due to a
decline of whites’ health and perception of health, and
particularly to the decline of working-class whites’ health
and their perception of health, this analysis reminds us
that the effects of inequality may not be equally shared
by all disadvantaged people. Some whites have been
disproportionately advantaged as inequality has grown
over the past half century, but some, apparently, have
been unusually disadvantaged, at least with respect to
health. This suggests that an intersectional perspective
on increases in inequality is called for, one that recalls
that race, social class, gender and other social divides
may have interactive, and not completely predictable,
effects on individuals (e.g., Collins 1990).
Likely related to the relative gain in perceived
health has been a relative gain in happiness. In fact,
the difference in the percentage of whites and blacks
reporting that they are very happy has been more than
halved in the past five decades (from 14% in the 1970s
to 6.1% in the 2010s), according to the GSS. This is
better news than one might have expected based on the
trends examined by Putnam and Garrett and may be
connected with relative perceptions of health, as well as
a relative retention of religious ties and modest gains in
relative income.
Still, there is reason for concern about the relative
tapering off on the dimensions on which Putnam and
Garrett focus: the attainment of college educations
and decent incomes. Putnam and Garrettt argue that
this tapering off has been caused by a general societal
change from “We-orientedness” to “I-orientedness.”
They further suggest that the Progressive era, which led
to a considerable reduction in social (including racial)
inequality during the first sixty to seventy years of the
twentieth century, provides clues to what it will take to
turn the country from its current “I” orientation back
to a greater concern for “We.” Putnam and Garrettt
also suggest that the U. S. will need more relativelyprivileged young adults to develop a passion for social
reform, more people to call out the abuses carried out by
those in power, more successful people in power willing
to commit themselves to advancing major reforms, and
more people willing to participate in movements aimed
at reducing social inequalities (Putnam and Garrett
2020a:315-341).
If we look around us, we can see evidence today of the
necessary ingredients for the change that Putnam and
Garrett call for: from the women and men who have
organized marches on behalf of women’s and blacks’
lives to the philanthropic efforts of people like Bill and
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Melinda Gates to promote health. Unfortunately, the
likelihood of backlash is a credible threat to bringing
about positive social change and racial equality.
Our effort to measure changes in the perceptions of
whites and blacks has of course been limited to trend
data provided by our data source: the General Social
Survey. We have not been able, for instance, to tap
changing attitudes to the dramatic slowdown in the rate
at which blacks in the south have gained the right to
vote over the last 50 years, compared to what had gone
on in the previous 30 years or so.
Moreover, some of the relative gains by blacks that
we have traced here may have been put in jeopardy by
recent events. It is possible, for instance, that blacks’
relative gains in both perceived health and happiness
may have eroded during the Covid-19 pandemic,
during which they have suffered disproportionately.
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Integrating the Strengths of Folk Medicine into Western Medical
Practice in Contemporary Societies
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Johnathan Tran
Abstract
In contemporary society, characterized by Western cultural influences as well by increased globalization and
immigration, Mexican immigrants have limited access to, and quality of, healthcare compared to U. S. citizens
(Martinez-Donate et al. 2018). However, Mexican immigrants reveal an epidemiological paradox because, despite
their healthcare disparities, they are much healthier than Mexican citizens who use Westernized biomedicine
(Waldstein 2010). Waldstein’s (2010) research on a Mexican immigrant community in Georgia found that folk
healing, traditionally done by females, was the primary approach to treating sickness in this Mexican immigrant
community (Waldstein 2010). Folk healers also encouraged healthy eating habits, self-care, interacting with family
members, and maintaining a positive attitude. The purpose of this paper is to understand the epidemiological
paradox identified here and how aspects of folk medicine might be integrated into Western biomedicine. Given
the successes of integrating folk medicine into primary care in India and into U. S. medical residency training
(Tapan 2014, Kelser et al. 2015), there is a strong probability that viewing health from a more holistic approach will
improve health outcomes for migrant populations.
Keywords: folk medicine, Western biomedicine, Mexican immigrants, improving healthcare
Introduction
The thesis of this paper is that, regardless of whether
folk healing practices are empirically demonstrated to
be effective, immigrant communities’ lack of medical
knowledge, health insurance, and health literacy sustains
and fuels informal systems of healthcare (Tran 2019). It
follows that exploring folk’s medicine potential strengths
to complement Western medical practice is relevant.
The Health of Mexican Immigrants in the United States
Research has shown that the Mexican immigrant
population, as well as the general Hispanic and Latino
population in the U. S., suffers from unusual health
issues (Tran 2019). For example, compared to white
Americans, Mexican immigrants to the U. S. have
higher risks for cardiovascular and chronic liver disease
(Feiden 2013).

Although Mexican immigrants have access to
affordable healthcare through the Affordable Care
Act (ACA), disparities still exist for this population
because of their legal status, income, and lack of English
proficiency (Lagasse 2018, Tran 2019). These disparities
combine with other social determinants of health, such
as low socioeconomic status, low quality and level of
education, and substandard housing conditions, to
result in worsening health and lower life expectancy of
Mexican immigrants in the U. S. (Waldstein 2010).
It is crucial to evaluate the relative health of Mexicans
as immigrants to the U. S. before migration, after
migration, and relative to their U. S. citizen counterparts.
Although the health of Mexican immigrants seems to be
better than it once was because of their access to the ACA,
their access to health care, in general, remains unequal
both to what their pre-immigration lives afforded and
to their U. S. citizen counterparts (Martinez-Donate
et al. 2018). A recent Drexel University study (2018)
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estimates that roughly 84% of Mexican immigrants had
health insurance before they crossed the U. S. border.
After they were in the U. S., the likelihood of having
health insurance fell from 50% to 25% (Drexel University
2018). The ability of newly-arrived Mexican migrants to
acquire health services became more difficult, dropping
from 78% to between 47% - 60% (Drexel University
2018). Mexican immigrants who return to Mexico face
the loss of their previous healthcare, now ultimately
suffering from a double-fronted barrier to health care
access (Martinez-Donate et al. 2018). These disparities
may be explained by the rules of the health care systems
in each country, including minimum-stay requirements
for treatment and employer-based policies (MartinezDonate et al. 2018). According to Martinez-Donate et
al. (2018), fewer Mexican immigrant adults (47%) have
access to healthcare than do their Mexican-American
counterparts (74%).
U. S. and Mexican healthcare policies make it difficult
for Mexican migrants who migrate either by choice or
by necessity. The research cited here reveals the need
for an intervention regarding access to the healthcare as
Mexican immigrants move between national borders.
Without such an intervention, these immigrants will
suffer from unnecessary, preventable illnesses.
Literature Review
The Epidemiological Paradox
The health of Mexican immigrants is affected by their
immigration as well as by other social determinants of
health including low income and language barriers. It
is interesting, therefore, that this population introduces
an epidemiological paradox, commonly known as
the “Hispanic Health Paradox” (Waldstein 2008).
This paradox states that, while migrants face multifaced health complications, the health of Mexican
immigrants is better than that of their U. S.-born
counterparts (Waldstein 2008). While it is believed
that Mexican immigrants might improve their health
as they assimilate to U. S. society, over twenty years of
research states that the health of Mexican immigrants
worsens when they attempt to become more like their
U. S. counterparts (Waldstein 2008). Waldstein thought
that the crux of the issue lay in Mexican immigrants’
loss of their traditional culture-oriented medical
knowledge. Although those who attempt to assimilate
to American ways find themselves with worsening
health, Waldstein’s (2008) study of a Mexican immigrant
community in Athens, Georgia, demonstrates that
many undocumented, low-income Mexican migrants
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who retain their traditional knowledge of medicine are in
quite good health (Waldstein 2008).
Georgia was selected as a key state to investigate
because the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act
made this state a significant destination for Mexicans
looking to immigrate to the United States (Waldstein
2010). Waldstein found that Hispanic migrants,
particularly migrant women, found ways to promote
healthy behaviors. She observed that female members of
households were 1) diagnosing sick family members, 2)
prescribing home remedies, and 3) retaining practices
that stemmed from long traditions of self-medication
and family care.
Specific methods of self-care include folk healing,
eating nutritiously, keeping active, spending time with
family, and having a positive attitude (Waldstein 2010).
It is believed that these practices result in less stress
and depression; and although they may sometimes
not directly treat a disease, they do provide a healthy
environment for the body to cure itself. Another reason
for why immigrant may view traditional practices
as preferable to western medical practices is that the
migrant community has a large social network where
they can draw upon the medical knowledge of many
experienced women. The alternative is to rely on
commercialized medicine bounded by financial and
nonfinancial barriers (Waldstein 2010).
Use of such practices is significant because they
are less disrupted by the biomedical perspectives and
barriers of the western medical system (Waldstein
2017). Traditional practices seem to be more protected
from those of the American health system because
migrant women prefer to treat sick family members
at home using traditional Mexican folk medicine. This
approach is based on the belief that U. S. practitioners
do not understand folk medicine (Chavez 1984).
It has been suggested that a correlation exists
between U. S practitioners’ lack of understanding of
folk medicine and the reduced quality of care they can
provide during a primary care visit. Clearly, further
investigation is needed into this matter (Chavez 1984).
When western medical care is needed however, migrant
women know how to utilize social service systems and
networks to help individuals in their communities
overcome barriers to professional healthcare services
(Waldenstein 2008).
Evidence of poor health that is caused by diminishing
use of traditional medical knowledge initially was
noticed as health became worse in each successive
generation (Waldstein 2010). Previous knowledge
of Hispanic medical beliefs stemmed from research
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conducted only from an etic perspective (outside to result from impaired social and spiritual relationships
observer) and concluded, through quantitative due, for example, to jealousy, forces of nature, or
research and a biomedical perspective, that somehow the loss of one’s soul (Lopez 2005). Folk healers and
the migrant population was able to manage their own practitioners are recognized as having the gift of
health (Waldstein 2010). As a result, western medical being able to diagnose and treat such illnesses (Lopez
practitioners severely overlooked the ethnographic and 2005). Both male (curandero) and female (curandera)
cultural knowledge that women were the guardians of healers use herbs, incantations, prayers, and massages
health in the family household (Lopez 2005, Waldstein to dispel the negative influences that they think cause
2010). By analyzing the cultural aspect of traditional illnesses that afflict their patients. They also use other
medical practices from an emic perspective (an insider components of folk healing including artifacts and
perspective with the goal of fully understanding a culture providing non-commercialized potions administered
through deep anthropological analysis and immersion), orally (Hufford 1997).
Waldstein’s observed that folk medicine was a success,
Although some potions (i.e. herbal remedies) are
whereas modern medicine had failed.
effective by changing biological processes, other folk
The paradox raises questions about the efficacy of healing options can likely be understood best as having a
Western medicine and whether it might be wise to placebo effect. The use of cultural healing practices may
integrate folk medicine with Western health practices. work through suggestibility (Vance 2018). In 1970, it was
While immigrations is often associated with poor discovered that neurotransmitters (i.e., endorphins) can
health and less access to health care, the Mexican case be relieved of pain via internal modulation triggered by
suggests this connection is not inevitable (Waldstein belief that what is taking place will help (Vance 2018).
2008). Improving their access to Western bio-medical The use of storytelling and ambience combined with its
health services, however, would likely be detrimental presence of a social gathering empowers the placebo
to Mexican immigrants’ health IF improved access to effect which can amplify in a group setting (Vance
western health care comes at the cost of giving up their 2018). A curandera stated: “if the person doesn’t have
traditional medical practices. Researchers should strive faith, it (the cure) won’t work; if you don’t have faith, it
to understand better the paradox as a way to improve (the cure) would be pointless” (Vance 2018).
American medical practices and, by extension, people’s
In the case of the Mexican immigrants in Georgia,
health by finding the missing pieces of Westernized the notion of faith in folk healing, regardless of any
medicine that may be hidden in folk medicine. empirical health outcomes, encourages patients to be
Although over-medication has had a negative effect on physically active, eat healthily, and engage in stress
the health of white Americans, under-medication is an reducing activities as additional supplements to their
issue faced by impoverished communities that cannot treatment (Waldstein 2010). Thus, folk medicine
purchase western medication essential to improving focuses on a holistic approach to health through which
their health. Waldstein’s (2017) study revealed that the the effects of a placebo1 on the ill person are reinforced
Mexican immigrant community in Georgia thrived through maintaining a healthy lifestyle, spending time
because they found a holistic approach to medicine by with family, and having a positive attitude.
complementing traditional folk medicine with Western
The existence of folk medicine itself is evidence of the
medicine.
flaws of contemporary Western medicine. The reason
that traditional folk healing approaches continue to
Understanding Folk Medicine
be practiced is because they fill the gaps in healthcare
coverage and cost relatively little to impoverished
Lopez (2005) has shown that, although Mexican inhabitants in the U. S. (Lopez 2005). Regardless of
Americans have assimilated to U. S. traditions, they whether folk healing practices prove to be effective,
have retained some indigenous healthcare beliefs, but the lack of medical knowledge, insurance, and health
not to the degree that Mexican migrants have. Mexican literacy is what sustains and fuels these informal systems
Americans are more likely to seek out biomedical of healthcare and self-healing2 (Tran 2019).
alternatives than are their immigrant counterparts
who turn first for folk medicine (Waldstein 2010).
1
Nevertheless, Mexican American women do use the Although curanderas may not call it a “placebo” I believe that they
do use what is essentially a placebo. They understand that belief
practice of curanderismo (Lopez 2005). In Latino is a critical factor in a person’s healing. Belief is also critical to the
cultures, curanderismo is used to treat illnesses believed notion of placebos.

Johnathan Tran
Folk Medicine in Contemporary Society
The World Health Organization defines folk
medicine as the “sum total of the knowledge, skills, and
practices based on the theories, beliefs, and experiences
indigenous to different cultures, whether explicable
or not, used in the maintenance of health as well as in
the prevention, diagnosis, improvement, or treatment
of physical and mental illness” (Kelser et al. 2015). It
appears that Mexican immigrants who have less access
to healthcare than both their U. S. citizen and preimmigration counterparts have better health outcomes
due to the practice of folk medicine playing a role in
their treatment.
In contemporary society, there already seems to be a
pocket of effort towards integration of folk medicine into
modern western medicine. However, the momentum of
this effort seems frail at present relative to its potential.
It is impossible to focus on the best approaches to
patient-centered care without considering the cultural
perspective of healing (Berube 2015). For example,
the use of traditional folk healing does more than heal
the illness; it also heals the human being. The patient’s
clarity of the mind, spirit, and emotions contribute to
holistic wellness and can be impaired even if the illness
is physically cured (Berube 2015).
Immigrant patient anecdotes highlight the greater
respect shown between folk healers and their patients
that optimized patient health (Chavez 1984). A lack of
respect would lead to poorer patient health outcomes.
Disrespecting either folk medicine or conventional
Western medicine would turn a patient towards the
other option. However, either option alone may not be
enough to heal the patient.
To understand folk healing better, it is important
to clarify the misconception that folk healing refers
to false beliefs of healing or to old wives’ tales. At its
core, folk healing is inherently cultured (Hufford 1997).
Folk medicine would add an important element to
contemporary medicine because it reflects the cultural
differences between patients and the cultured health
behaviors that lead to illness/wellness (Hufford 1997).
Folk medicine also individualizes patients and speaks
to the idea of patient-centered care. Of course, the clear
I do not know if folk medicine practioners set a distinction between
folk medicine and healing through faith. However, these two ideas
are not mutually exclusive. I strongly believe that folk medicine-regardless of actual biological benefits, needs faith because faith is
an essential part of folk healing. Although I cannot empirically
say that curanderas attribute their healing solely to faith, faith is a
strongly valued aspect of folk medicine.
2

28
issue of integrating folk medicine with western medicine
is the diversity of cultures with which a physician
must become familiar to in order to execute a holistic
intervention. The best approach is to understand the
idea of folk medicine and for a practitioner to recognize
when a culturally-relevant circumstance is interfering
with a patient’s health and behavior (Hufford 1997).
Following this protocol would lead to an analysis of the
risks, benefits, and efficacy of the consideration of folk
medicine as part of the healthcare plan for the patient.
Counterintuitively, folk medicine is also crucial to
primary care because it offers a theological reason for
illness. Contrary to popular notions, these ideas do not
present themselves as disillusionment about the causes
of disease but, rather, as preventions of disillusionment
(Hufford 1997). Although western medicine appears
to focus on treating symptoms, folk medicine aims to
tackle the root cause of an illness. This is the case even if
the root cause is culturally specific, like omens (Hufford
1997).
Another way that integrating folk medicine with
western medicine is beneficial is to fill in the gaps
where western medicine may be lacking. This involves
acknowledging the moral aspect of a treatment plan.
For example, although the treatment of heart disease
by synthetic digitoxin is faster, it is less safe than using
the herbal leaf “digitalis purpurea” (Hufford 1997).
Folk medicine highlights the importance of the moral
dimension and points to the commercialization of
medicine that has led to the laziness and greed that has
produced more illness.
Folk medicine is being implemented in training
medical residents in New Mexico. Residents there
are involved in a curriculum where they train with a
curandero. The objective is to help them to understand
the value of culturally-based practices in medicine
(Kelser et al. 2015). The curriculum highlights the
importance of establishing a fundamental knowledge
of traditional healing, improving communication with
patients who may be using traditional healing, applying
cultural competency, demonstrating professionalism
and respect for both traditional and Western medicine,
and learning to assess health management plans from
a holistic perspective (Kelser et al. 2015). The study
demonstrated the success of integrating traditional
healing to improve modern medicine by helping future
healthcare providers develop cultural sensitivity and
effective communication (Kelser et al. 2015). Another
important aspect of this study was highlighting the
importance of ridding each approach of its flaws-- for
example, recognizing the toxicity of some traditional
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folk herbal medicines and personalizing the generalized
model of biomedicine in the case of modern medicine
(Kelser et al. 2015).
Other places have shown successful implementation
of folk medicine. In India, for example, folk medicine
plays a vital role in the treatment of various diseases
(Tapan 2014). As mentioned before, folk healing in
contemporary society provides a way of treating patients
without the necessary access to professional health care;
this study reinforces the notion that folk medicine helps
reach out to the health of those in marginalized and
rural environment (Tapan (2014). The Tapan (2014)
study showed that certain herbs have the potential to
heal major primary health symptoms and diseases
including high blood pressure, fevers, diabetes, and liver
disease. The study also gave a detailed outline of the
elements crucial to sustaining the implementation of
folk medicine in primary care settings. These elements
include local government support of the social and
professional environments needed for the proper use
of folk medicine; an improved educational system that
teaches folk medicine; increased public awareness and
protection of folk medicine; and resources to preserve
and grow plants needed for folk medicine. Insights
provided by these cases of folk medicine implementation,
combined with a better understanding of the health
paradox of Mexican immigrant communities, make
it clear that there is a place for the integration of folk
medicine into contemporary medical practice.
Specific interventions to implement folk medicine
should be focused not only on the period of medical
residency for healthcare providers but also on the
community level. In the state of Georgia, the usefulness
of folk medicine came greatly from the medical
knowledge of its Mexican immigrant community.
Although Massachusetts is the state ranked second
highest in the U. S. for healthcare, the Hispanic
population in Massachusetts suffers disproportionately
from certain diseases compared to non-Hispanics. Two
prominent examples, reported by the Massachusetts
Health Disparities Council (MHDC) are cardiovascular
disease and diabetes. These two diseases shed light
on the potential for integrating folk medicine with
conventional medicine because both diseases can be
ameliorated through the use of folk practices, as shown
in the immigrant population in Georgia. A branch of
folk medicine practiced by Mexican immigrants focuses
on promoting healthier life style through including
a balanced diet and a stress-free environment that
supports a cardiovascular health. These lifestyle changes
may explain why Mexican immigrant populations have
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a significantly lower rate of both diabetes and obesity
than Mexican Americans (Afable-Munsuz et al. 2013).
The value of integrating folk medicine with
western medicine is more than simply folk medicine’s
effectiveness as an approach to healing. Its value
also lies in establishing a medical community whose
knowledge is created by its own people. One way to
retain traditional medical knowledge on a large scale,
while adhering to medical accuracy and improved
health outcomes, is to first integrate folk medicine into
the offices of general practitioners. Because westernized
medicine is already more popular than folk medicine,
patients who have specific diseases can be treated by
physicians trained in the knowledge of folk medicine
of its varying uses. Furthering physician knowledge can
also be achieved by implementing the hybrid medical
curriculum practiced in New Mexico and by following
mandates from the American Medical Association
regarding the addition of folk practices to medical
training in the U. S. (Kelser et al.2015). Doing this
not only establishes a foundational knowledge of folk
medicine for westernized practitioners; it also promotes
the awareness of cultural traditions, reduces the amount
of physician visits, and improves the community’s
knowledge of folk medicine. Another method to expand
community knowledge is to promote the inception of
local folk medicine offices for curanderos. These offices
can be supplemental to, or referenced through, visits
with primary care providers. The health outcomes
of patients from diverse cultural backgrounds would
benefit from access to a community-level system that
integrates knowledge of folk medicine with Western
medical practice.
The Complication of Trust
The belief in folk medicine combined with the Mexican
immigrant population avoiding U. S. doctors appears to
stem from a general lack of trust. Trust in doctors in the
U.S. eroded from 73% in 1966 to 34% in 2012. A recent
survey further reported that patients have trusted their
doctors even less in the past ten years. (Sweeney 2018).
In an institution that once represented altruism and
incorruptibility, it has forfeited its reputation over time.
Unfortunately, Sweeney (2018) reports that institutions
other than healthcare, including finance, religion, law
enforcement, media, education, and other pillars of
society, have also lost people’s trust.
Internet misinformation about health issues,
treatments, and/or medicines is one cause of the
decline in trust of doctors. Confusing and controversial
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media reports has allowed patients second-guess their
doctors and to find a secondary outlet for medical
consultations (Sweeney 2018). Another reason media
has caused mistrust in physicians in patients’ minds is
the public perception of doctors as greedy (Girgis 2017).
Advertisements for commercial medications appear
daily in televised advertisements. Expensive treatments
and surgeries make influence patients’ thinking about
doctors as driven by profit rather than by concern for
patient welfare (Girgis 2017).
Changing interpretations and perspectives of health,
such as those presented in media, spilled over into the
medical culture of Westernized societies. This idea
can be directly tied to patient mistrust of physicians,
particularly patients from developing (non-Westernized)
countries where the idea that culture defines disease is
popular (Ibeneme et al. 2017). Western medicine is both
diagnosis- and evidence- based (Ibeneme et al. 2017).
A person may be very sick but, without a physician’s
diagnosis, her illness does not exist. On the other hand,
a person may feel healthy but, in fact, be very sick. The
reliance on a doctor’s diagnosis to define the existence of
a disease, combined with beliefs about the practitioner’s
lack of understanding of a patient’s culture, a language
barrier, and a practitioner’s lack of patience, has
caused some patients to become misdiagnosed, overmedicated, or under-treated (Ibeneme et al.2017).
Overtime, the divergent understanding of patients’
health leads to patient mistrust. Contributing further
to patients’ mistrust in general, cultures tend to define
health and illness in an ethnocentric manner, with their
own treatments valued and assumed to be the best, or
only, treatment option (Ibeneme et al. 2017).
Studies have concluded that decisions regarding
one’s health are influenced by past experiences, family
and friends, social networks, cultural beliefs, customs,
tradition, professional knowledge, and intuition.
However, all of these factors have been not been
successfully accounted for in any singular medical
system (Ibeneme et al. 2017). Therefore, there is a need
for acceptance and collaboration between Western
biomedicine (beneficial for its treatment of objective,
measurable diseases) and traditional/ethnomedicine
(effective for its treatment of illness as a human state
and experience) (Ibeneme et al. 2017). Perhaps this
collaboration will reestablish the trust of patients in
their physicians and the physicians’ cultural competence
in their patients.
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The Complication of Policy
Assuming that folk medicine can be successfully
integrated into Western medical practice, the question of
how it may be covered financially arises. To understand
this potential complication, it is important to point out
that, in the U. S., folk medicine would most suitably
be categorized as complementary and/or alternative
medicine. According to the National Health Statistics
Reports, in 2012, an estimated 59 million people spent
a total of $30.2 billion on some form of complementary
medicine (Nahin 2016). Some of the treatments included
visiting a complementary practitioner or purchasing
natural product supplements and self-care products.
Unfortunately, most of these complementary treatments
are either not, or only partially covered,3 by the health
insurance coverage that the majority of those people
who need these treatments. Consequently, the burden
of cost (i.e., billions of dollars) for alternative treatment
is on the shoulders on the lower-income patients who
may need them (Nahin 2016). Despite the Affordable
Care Act directive that insurance companies should not
discriminate against licensed healthcare providers-including practitioners of alternative medicine, insurers
are not necessarily required to include them in their
coverage (U.S. House of Representatives 2010).
Although it is true that access to insurance coverage
for folk medicine poses a complication to the health
outcomes of people who seek this option, the
integration of folk medicine into modern medicine
offers an improved, holistic perspective to treating some
illnesses, as discussed previously. Once folk medicine
is integrated and more accepted in contemporary
society, the issue of its coverage can be approached on
equal footing to any other treatment method that faces
coverage disparity (e.g., biomedicine, alternative, and
contemporary). Recalling one of the reasons for the
appeal of folk medicine among Mexican immigrant
communities, the use of folk medicine may not cost a
lot. For example, people may choose to treat an illness
with lifestyle adjustments instead of commercialized,
financially-taxing treatments (Waldstein 2010).
Therefore, regardless of cost, folk medicine may lead to
significant benefits in patient health and should have a
place in contemporary, Western medical practice.

Understandably, the absence of coverage may be due to insurers’
lack of trust in the effectiveness of alternative practices/treatments.
3
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CONCLUSION
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economics-blog/eroding-trust-between-patients- understanding of the sciences and medical research
and-physicians/page/0/1)
as well as the public health concerns of the Hispanic
community in the United States. Johnathan hopes
Tapan, R. 2014. Role of Folk Medicine in Primary Health to gain further experience and knowledge through
Care: A Case Study on West Bengal, India. Retrieved seeking opportunities with current health professionals
on November 24, 2019 (https://pdfs.semanticscholar. and community leaders. Ultimately, his goal is to apply
org/46eb/fc0f35773260f306e41ae44a683429098f78. his skills and knowledge to alleviate human suffering
pdf)
resulting from infectious diseases and chronic illnesses.
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By
Diana Mora Bermejo
Abstract
Caste is a central topic in the study of sociology in India. The author asks the question of how the conceptualizations
of caste have changed over time and explores the study of caste in the journal Contributions to Indian Sociology,
a leading sociological journal in India, over a fifty-year period of its publication.1,2 The author examines 667
scholarly articles published between 1967 and 2016. She reports that 81% of these articles contain some mention of
caste; and that caste is a central focus of inquiry for 31% of the published articles. Among the articles in which caste
as a central focus of inquiry, the author completed a discourse analysis on a sample of 20% of the articles. She finds
that the conceptualizations of caste change over time, shifting from a focus on caste’s ritual aspects to how it affects
peoples’ everyday social, economic, and political lives. The findings reported here highlight the ways that the
mainstream sociological scholarship conceptualizes caste and support the critique of scholars who note important
limitations in the mainstream scholarship on caste. These limitations include insufficient attention to the lived
experiences of Dalit women and how caste and gender intersect more broadly; minimal focus on the specific
mechanisms by which caste power reproduces itself among caste elites in the contemporary period; and limited
details on the contributions of historically discriminated castes to the development of Indian and global society.
Although some of these areas have been explored in detail by sociologists outside of mainstream publications and
by scholars from sister disciplines, inattention or omission within a discipline that devotes so much attention to the
study of caste provides further evidence for the need to diversify sociology and its gatekeepers.
Key words: caste, India, sociological scholarship
Introduction
Despite its status as the discipline most concerned with
the subject, Indian sociology seems to have done little
to account for or to counter the tendency for caste to
vanish from view in precisely those contexts where it
had been most effective (Deshpande 2003:99).

Caste is a central topic of inquiry in the sociological
study of India. Yet, Satish Deshpande, among other
scholars, have questioned whether the scholarship
on caste and the discipline of sociology more broadly
offer critical insights to how casteism operates in
This timeframe (1967-2016) comprises five complete decades after
the start of the journal’s publication.
1

Contributions to Indian Sociology has the 2nd highest SCImago
Journal Rank of the six sociological journals in India (Scimago
Journal & Country Rank 2021).
2

contemporary society. Perhaps the omissions in the
sociological literature on caste should be unsurprising
given that academia remains dominated by caste elites;
in 2010, faculty in India’s leading research institutions
were overwhelmingly from advantaged backgrounds
with less than four percent of faculty from Dalit or
ex-untouchable communities (MHRD 2011).3 The
diaspora—particularly in North America and Europe—
is also overwhelmingly from elite backgrounds. As
such, groups that have benefited from the caste system
and casteism continue to have a stronghold on the
production of sociological knowledge about caste.
In this paper, the author examines the treatment of
caste in the sociological literature over the past half
century. Specifically, she looks at the articles published
in Contributions to Indian Sociology, one of India’s
In 2011, the Institutes of National Importance had only 3.42%
SCs, 0.78% STs, and 4.45% OBC faculty (MHRD 2011).
3
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leading sociological journals, to explore two interrelated questions. First, what proportion of research
articles have focused on caste and how has this trend
changed during the past fifty years? Second, in the
articles that focus on caste, how have conceptualizations
of caste varied over time? The author also tracks the
institutional affiliations of the authors and the methods
they employed.
Literature Review
Scholars have traced various conceptualizations of
caste in sociological literature. Jodhka (2015) argues
that there have been three main views or trajectories
of caste over time and that these conceptualizations are
not mutually exclusive. Caste as tradition emphasizes
the religious and ritualistic nature of caste. Historically,
scholars have approached caste as a uniquely Indian
institution steeped in customs and religious practices
that spill into other domains of life. Jodhka (2015)
argues that caste as tradition is the most common
mode of conceptualizing caste in the sociological
literature and dates back to the engagement of Western
and colonial scholars. Jodkha (2015) describes caste
as power as a second trajectory in the scholarship that
places caste in a comparative perspective as an extreme
example of how status distinctions operate. This body
of scholarship conceptualizes the reproduction of caste
in everyday life through the operation of coercive
power and dominance, including material prosperity
and exclusion.4 Studies of democratic politics and the
evolving processes of caste in electoral transformations
also fall within the trajectory of caste as power. Jodkha’s
(2015) third categorization of caste as humiliation and
discrimination emphasizes the institutionalized nature
of humiliation and discrimination and offers a larger
critique of society. This third stream builds squarely
upon a longer-standing political critique of caste, as
well as on ideas of empowerment and resistance among
historically exploited castes, dating back to the writings
of Jyotiba and Savitribai Phule in the 19th and 20th
centuries.
A subset of scholars have argued that the mainstream
sociological literature minimizes how caste power
structures Indian society and lived experiences of
violence. The dominant historiography and knowledge
is largely from those who have traditionally held power,
making it “only part-history and hence this gives only
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a distorted picture of the past” (Oommen 1983:117).
As the opening quote to this article by Deshpande
states, most knowledge has not adequately captured the
new ways in which caste is being reproduced and its
devastating effects. Visvanathan (2001) points out that
sociology is highly lacking in the ‘Dalit discourse’ which
is extremely important to understand Dalit experiences
through their own words. Visvanathan (2001:3123)
explains:
What this implies is not standard textbook categories
but the lived world of Dalit oppression and not a
borrowed sociology locating itself between caste, class,
and race. It is a sociology which uses emotions to create
a cognitive world, a sociology born out of anger.

Kannabiran (2001) points out the lack of mainstream
attention to a long tradition of Dalit scholars with
a more radical and politicized way of writing about
caste. She argues that the relationship between the
Indian state and sociologists “erases the potential for a
radical pedagogy, and invisibilises the radical politics of
anti-caste movements within the academy even while
‘teaching’ them” (2001:1). Knowledge produced by
sociologists in “service of the state” must necessarily
“lend itself to disaggregation and be apolitical” and “is
expected to keep the status quo” (ibid). This conservative
knowledge and pedagogy dampens the possibility for
movements of liberation. Deshpande (2003) describes
how sociologists have not been able to fully grasp the
way casteism works outside of the realm of religion and
rituals. Due to the biases in academia, caste blindness
dominates scholarly understandings of many key
institutions at a time when caste-based atrocities against
Dalits and other historically oppressed groups are on the
rise. Guru (2009) argues that understanding the gaps in
sociology and anthropology can further aid the fight
against casteism and the democratization of democracy.
The language and practice of self-esteem and selfrespect emerging from anti-casteist movements needs
to take root in Indian democracy instead of the focus on
democracy’s political character by Indian elites (Guru
2011:100). These critical views of the scholarship on
caste make an intervention in a discipline that presents
itself as providing an expert view of untouchability,
caste, and power.
These shortcomings in the sociological literature
are consistent with the under-representation of faculty
from historically exploited groups in institutions
of higher education. (See Table 1 in Appendix A).
4
This conceptualization of caste flourished in village studies in the
The most recent data on the Institutes of National
1950s and 1960s.
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Importance find that Scheduled Castes (SCs) are 7%
of faculty and Scheduled Tribes (STs) are less than
2% of faculty— which is well below their percentages
in the population and corresponding reservation
quotas despite improvements between 2011 and 2018.
These small percentages are especially problematic
because Institutes of National Importance are research
institutions that train a disproportionate share of future
research scholars. (See Table 1 in Appendix A)
Moving away from mainstream sociological
scholarship, Rege’s (2011:230) conceptualizations of
caste build on her engagement with Dalit literature,
which highlight, “the relationship between Dalit
modernity and the functioning of dominant social
science knowledge in India.” She sees three main
moments. First, caste as political, which is widely (mis)
labelled as anti-nationalism and emerges from the
divergent responses to British rule of India. Scholars
such as Patel (1995) have also pointed out the distinction
between how Dalits and caste elites viewed colonialism.
Leading Dalit activists argued that, “the colonial state
had a positive role to play, for it introduced modern
political systems to the country, which would further
the cause of the untouchables” (Patel 1995:224). Rege’s
(2011: 230) second conceptualization of caste emerges
in the 1970s by Dalits and Dalit Panthers who see “caste
as feudal backwardness of Hinduism.” Dalits formulated
their findings into policy suggestions. Rege’s (2011)
third categorization of caste examines the new forms of
modernity of mass democracy. Rege’s conceptualizations
differ from common sociological categorizations as she
looks beyond dominant social science knowledge that
includes limited Dalit voices.
Historians Rawat and Satynarayana (2016:8) argue
that there is a shift in attention to Dalits’ role in Indian
history after the 1990s. Related to the diversification
of academia since the 1990s, scholars have increased
their focus on how Dalits have helped shape the
country through their political struggles. This shift
also includes attention to Dalit feminism and the
differences in the lived experiences of Dalit women
compared to caste Hindu women. This broader shift
in attention is attributed to the, “mass killings of
Dalits and the controversy over implementation of the
Mandal commission’s recommendations in the 1990s”
(Rawat and Satyanarayana 2016:23-24). Even though
the struggles of caste long preceded this period, these
events led to more national attention to the violence
and discrimination faced by oppressed castes.
The author expects that there will be an increase
in scholarly publications on caste across the fifty-year
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publication period, due to the diversification of faculty
over time. In addition, conceptualizations of caste are
likely to change from a heavy focus on ritual status
and culture to a focus on politics and other secular
institutions in the latter decades. The author also
expects the articles to become less paternalistic and
to show greater emphasis on the experiences of Dalit
and other marginalized groups from the 1990s on, after
historically excluded groups began to enter academia in
greater numbers.
Methods
The author examines the attention given to caste in
the mainstream sociological scholarship by taking a
longitudinal look at the proportion of research articles
in a leading sociological journal that have focused
on caste and how conceptualizations of caste have
changed over time. She reviewed all articles published
in Contributions to Indian Sociology between 1967
and 2016.5 A total of 667 articles were published during
this period. The author created a data entry record
for each article (i.e., date of publication, title, author,
and author’s affiliation), and reviewed each article to
determine whether the topic of caste was discussed
in any capacity. If caste was mentioned, she further
grouped each article into one of three categories: (a)
caste central to analysis, (b) caste secondary to analysis
(but still a component of the article’s contribution), (c)
caste included only as background information. For all
the articles that mention caste, the author identified the
methods used, such as surveys, in depth interviews,
participant observation, historical analysis, and/or a
literature review.6
In order to better understand the evolving
conceptualizations of caste in sociological scholarship,
the author conducted a discourse analysis on a 20%
sample from the 211 articles in which caste is central to
the analysis. She also completed a preliminary discourse
analysis on six widely-cited articles spread across the
fifty-year period to develop an initial family of codes,
and later created additional categories as necessary.
The author purposively selected the most highly-cited
articles from each decade (i.e., 1967-1976; 1977-1986;
1987-1996; 1997-2006; 2007-2016)—choosing the
She excluded book notes, reviews, biographies, editorials, and
obituaries from the analysis.
5

In this paper, the author does not discuss her results on methods
employed or the institutional affiliations of the authors; however,
the analysis is available upon request.
6
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articles with the highest number of citations based on
the crossref citation index—to focus on articles that have
impacted the discipline. She also randomly selected two
articles within each decade from the subset of articles
that had no citations and completed a discourse analysis
on these articles to see if articles with limited traction
in the discipline conceptualize caste similarly to highlycited articles. She conducted a discourse analysis-- an
in-depth analysis of the words and context used in
describing caste, on 53 articles in total. As part of the
discourse analysis, she coded each article’s conceptual
or methodological definition of caste, as well as the
topical areas related to caste that the author examined.
She compared findings within and across the five
decades to track similarities and changes in the research
on caste. She also noted if there were differences in the
conceptualization of caste between highly-cited articles
and those articles that were not cited since publication.
Findings
As expected, caste is widely present in the published
articles in Contributions to Indian Sociology. Of the
published articles between 1967-2016, 81% (542 articles)
have some mention of caste. (See Table 2, columns a-c
in Appendix A) Looking at the decadal breakdown,
the first decade (1967-1976) and fourth decade (19972006) have the highest mention of caste with over 88%
of articles discussing caste. In the three remaining
decades, the percentage of articles mentioning caste is
between 76% to 81%.
In addition, 60% of the articles (N = 400 articles)
published during the 50-year period make a substantive
contribution to our understanding of caste; these
articles either focus on caste or have a secondary focus
on caste while primarily focusing on topics such as
marriage, family, or other aspects of social or political
life. (See Table 2, columns a and b in Appendix A) The
first decade had a much higher percentage of articles
that contribute to our understanding of caste (72%),
while the subsequent four decades saw a decline in
the proportion of articles that contribute to scholarly
knowledge about caste (54%-61%).
Caste is the central focus for 31% of articles (N =
209 articles) during the fifty-year period. (See Table
2, column a). Between 1967 and 1976, caste was the
central focus for 40% of the articles. This percentage
was the highest out of all five decades analyzed. In
the four decades from 1977 to 2016, the percentage of
articles for which caste is central to the analysis stayed
consistent at around 30%. (See Table 2 in Appendix A)
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Therefore, there was extensive focus on caste in this
sociological journal over the 50-year period.
Among the articles that have a central focus on caste
that the author sampled for the discourse analysis,
she found four major conceptualizations of caste:
caste as status, caste as a system of domination and
exclusion, caste as hegemony and dissent, and the
declining significance of cast. (See Table 3 in Appendix
A) Caste as status primarily conceptualizes caste in
relation to religious and ritual life. Caste as a system of
domination and exclusion theorizes how caste creates
and perpetuates disparities in economic and social
life both at the institutional level and through dayto-day interactions. Caste as hegemony and dissent
conceptualizes how exploited castes fight against
their historical and ongoing treatment through social
movements and political power. Lastly, the declining
significance of caste documents a decreasing role
of caste and casteism in structural inequalities and
discriminatory practices. Next, the author discusses
each conceptualization in greater detail and examines
the findings from articles that were not cited. She also
summarizes some trends with regards to the authors of
the articles’ backgrounds.
Caste as Status: Religious Ritual/Ceremony
Caste as status conceptualizes caste as a system central
to spiritual life, religious rituals, and ceremonies. It is
a popular conception early on with sociologists who
focus on caste distinctions in ritual life and how these
distinctions affect a group’s overall status in a village.
In the article, “Untouchables and the Caste System: a
Tamil Case Study” ritual status continues to depict most
aspects of their lives, especially for untouchables. The
author, Moffatt (1975:111), states:
Their ritual occupations remain the traditional ones
in most of Tamil Nadu—drumming, scavenging
dead cattle, and (in some areas) guarding the village
boundaries at night. And their economic status is
generally-but not invariably commensurate with their
low social and ritual status.

We can see how this view focuses on the importance
of rituals in the lives of villagers as it continues to affect
their occupations as well. We can also see how a castes’
relationship to other castes is affected by their ritualistic
roles. Jay (1973) states that, “… the relationships among
members of different castes, both within and outside
the village, have a different quality. These relationships
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are governed by the rules of ritual interaction and are
often characterized by status differences” (1973:156).
This research highlights how the ritual roles of different
castes hold weight even during interactions that take
place outside of them.
The first decade has the most articles conceptualizing
caste as status. This kind of conceptualization of caste
remains present in the most highly-cited articles
until 1996. During the two most recent decades, this
conceptualization disappears within the articles that I
analyzed.
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article shows that in “two orthodox hotels in Mumbai
and Bangalore… Brahminical attitudes continue to
influence contemporary practices, with neither making
radical adjustments in their menus” (Iversen and P.S.
2006:339). Notions of purity and pollution remain
prevalent in social settings. While caste as a system of
domination and exclusion is present in sampled articles
in all five decades, this conceptualization of caste
predominates the second and third decades (i.e., 19771986 and 1987-1996) and the most recent decade (i.e.,
2007-2016).

Caste as a System of Domination and Exclusion

Caste as Hegemony and Dissent; Caste as Power

Conceptualizing caste as a system of domination
and exclusion moves away from the view of caste
primarily in terms of religious status. It includes two
subcategories that complement each other: caste from
a macro, institutional perspective of economic and
social systems and the day-to-day lived experiences of
caste through attention to daily social and economic
interactions. In the 1981 article, “The Ideology of the
Householder Among the Kashmiri Pandits,” there is
a clear understanding of the economic dominance of
Brahmins (Madan 1981). This conceptualization of
caste can also be seen in the 1994 article, “Idioms of
Subordination and Styles of Protest among Christian
and Hindu Harijan castes in Tamil Nadu.” A key
observation by the author, Mosse (1994:70), is that:

Caste as hegemony and dissent traces how historically
exploited castes gain newfound power and use it to
elevate themselves in their fight against casteism. This
way of conceptualizing caste focuses on every day
means of resistance, social movements, and organizing
for formal political power. Caste as hegemony and
dissent is most prominent between 1997-2006. This
time frame corresponds with the aftermath of Mandal,
when the government implemented and expanded
reservations for Other Backward Classes and the
violence that followed by oppressor castes. The use of
the word Dalit also becomes more common during this
period compared to previous decades.
This view of caste shows how historicallydiscriminated castes work to reject the position imposed
upon them through social and political organizing. An
article focused on Dalit assertion says, “It is as much
socio-cultural as political, this being reflected in a desire
for education to compete economically with the upper
castes, in attempts to control local politics and resource
distribution through panchayats, in the dissemination
of the ideas of Ambedkar…” (Pai 2000:190). Scholars
document resistance to caste-based discrimination
and violence in and across the major institutions of
society. An article published in 2005 shows how when
traditional education fails to improve the status of men
from marginalized castes they turn to political activity
for empowerment. It says, “Some men have channeled
their frustration at being excluded from such work into
political activity… They are important in the circulation
of positive images of education and continue to believe
in the state as a site of empowerment” (C. Jeffrey, P.
Jeffrey, and R. Jeffrey 2005:32). The conceptualization
of caste appears in the highly-cited articles from 1977
on, while peaking in the decade following the Mandal.

During the 20th century agricultural and nonagricultural resources have become concentrated in the
hands of a few castes (or rather individual families of
these castes), and their influence is increased through
privileged links with the bureaucracy, politicians and
the market.

This way of viewing caste as central to the
distribution of economic resources—as well as
structuring relationships with the administrative state
and politicians—along with ideas of purity is distinctly
different from viewing caste as primarily affecting the
ritualistic aspects of life. In addition to viewing caste
as a broader system of economic domination, articles
also conceptualize caste as a complementary set of
social rules and regulations that shape day-to-day life.
Dalits have to face untouchability in everyday situations
such as when searching for a job or when trying to
be taken seriously in political life (Gorringe 2008).
This domination of caste elites continues to affect the
lives of Dalits through food and eating practices. One
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The Declining Significance of Caste Power

Articles Published, But Not Cited

Although most of the analyzed articles acknowledge
caste as a source of power and inequality, the final
conceptualization of caste emphasizes the declining
significance of caste. It is present in the first two decades
and then again in the most recent decade. However, the
focus in the first two decades differs from more recent
attention. The 1970 article, “The Concept of Dominant
Caste: Some Queries*,” argues that the hierarchy of caste
no longer has the stronghold over communities. Instead,
power is attributed to the strength of a community’s
numbers within India’s democratic political system.
This article states:

The author also looked at a sample of articles that
were not cited since their publication. Similar to the
articles that were highly cited, the uncited articles also
conceptualized caste as religious status in the first few
decades. However, she also found that the perspective
of caste primarily as religious status persisted among
the uncited articles in more recent years. Another
interesting finding was that the conceptualization
of caste as hegemony and dissent showed up earlier
in the uncited articles compared to the highly cited
articles. There were articles in the first two decades that
conceptualized caste this way that were not cited by
other authors.

The attempt to give political representation to the
ritually degraded and economically deprived lower
castes, through reservation of seats for them at all
levels, is a leap forward in thwarting the power and
influence of traditionally dominant castes...In fact,
numerical superiority has become the decisive factor
in the context of acquisition and exercise of power in
village India (Oommen 1970:81).

Like this article, the other articles that conceptualize
the declining significance of caste in the first two
decades try to show that caste no longer holds specific
groups back or favors others. In contrast, the 2009
article, “Brahmins in the Modern World: Association as
Enunciation,” takes a different perspective. The author
states:
In public, they are uncasted, and the fact that they
are Brahmins makes no difference to their public
interactions as individuals. Marking them as Brahmins
in public spaces then becomes a burden imposed by
other caste …This imposition, it is argued, is unfair also
because of a more important reason. Most Brahmins,
these articulations suggest, are Brahmins merely by
the fact of birth; however, by their actions—their way
of talking, their everyday conduct and actions, their
following of a ritual regimen, etc.—they are not (Bairy
2009:104).

Instead of writing about how Brahmins’ caste position
puts them in an advantageous position, either with or
without merit, the article puts forth that their caste
status (unfairly) works against them. Bairy argues that
being Brahmin affects them in a non-advantageous way,
while other castes and the authority of the state assume
that it benefits them and so targets them.

Discussion and Conclusion
Overall, as expected, the majority (60%) of articles
in Contributions to Indian Sociology make a substantive
contribution to our understanding of caste and over
30% of articles have a central focus on caste. Contrary to
the author’s expectations, the percentage of articles that
have a central focus on caste is highest in the first decade
(i.e., 1967-1976) and then remains fairly consistent for
the subsequent forty years. This suggests that while
caste has consistently remained an area of sociological
inquiry, the entry of more scholars from discriminated
groups has not (yet) translated into an increased focus
on caste in the mainstream sociological literature. This
outcome may be due to the fact that the compositional
change of faculty in India’s elite research institutions has
been particularly slow and that mainstream journals like
Contributions to Indian Sociology are more conservative
in their approach as compared to interdisciplinary
journals like Dalit Studies and Women’s and Gender
Studies. This observation appears to be true even
when mainstream journals publish a new theoretical
approach. Scholarly engagement may be slow to follow.
Yet, perhaps even more important than
quantifying scholarly attention to caste, is how
scholars have conceptualized caste and the changing
conceptualizations of caste over time. The findings
reported here from a sample of published articles
complement several trends described by other
authors. Similar to Jodhka’s (2015) trajectory of caste
as tradition, the author finds a focus on the religious
and ritualistic aspects of caste, i.e., caste as status early.
She also finds some similarities and differences with
Jodhka’s (2015) second conceptualization of caste as
power. Similar to Jodhka, she observes attention to the
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reproduction of caste through everyday coercive power
in the published scholarship—i.e. caste as a system of
domination and exclusion. However, unlike Jodhka, the
author did not find many articles in Contributions to
Indian Sociology that focus on how caste, democratic
politics, and electoral transformations reproduce or
challenge caste status until the 1990s. Jodhka observes
this trend much earlier (i.e., the 1950s and 1960s).
The author also found Jodhka’s third trajectory, caste
as humiliation and discrimination (which includes the
idea of empowerment and resistance among historically
exploited castes), to be prevalent in the sampled articles
published between 1997-2006 that she examined. Since
Jodhka develops his categorizations from engagement
with the broader field of scholarship on caste, the
differences in findings highlight how mainstream
sociological scholarship is slower to introduce and
adopt new theoretical approaches to the study of caste
compared to scholarly spaces ‘in the periphery’.
Similarly, the three trajectories of caste that Rege
(2011) develops based on how Dalit writers have
conceptualized caste in literature are largely absent
in the sample of articles the author analyzes. This
also suggests that the conceptualizations that Dalits
and other historically exploited castes have discussed
through biographical and fictional accounts of the lived
everyday experiences of caste, casteism, and anti-casteist
organizing are either missing or under-represented in
mainstream sociological literature.
While the articles the author sampled for the discourse
analysis covered a wide range of topics, she noticed
that several important topics had little coverage. First,
little attention across the five decades was paid to the
intersectionality of gender/sexuality and caste, as well
as the multiple burdens faced by Dalit women (Luitel
2003) and the growth of Dalit feminism.7 In addition,
most articles that focus on caste tend to examine
specific villages or day-to-day interactions with little
attention to how casteism operates at the institutional
level. There also seems to be limited discussion on how
globalized processes and structures play a role in the
institutionalization of caste, and on how new modes
of casteism operate in India, particularly among caste
elites. These omissions provide additional support for
the critiques of the mainstream scholarship on caste
made by scholars such as Guru (2002), Kannabiran
(2001), Visvanathan (2001), Deshpande (2003), Patel
(1995), Rege (2011), and Rawat & Satyanarayana (2016).
The exception to this overall trend is the Special Issue: Feminisms
and Sociologies: Insertions, Intersections and Integrations (2016).
7
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In conclusion, the ongoing diversification of
academia—both in India and abroad—will be crucial
to creating a fuller understanding of the way caste
continues to work and affect the lives of people. A
detailed understanding of how casteism operates in
the contemporary period is an important step towards
dismantling the caste system and casteism.
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APPENDIX A: Tables 1-3
Table 1. Composition of Faculty in Indian Universities (MHRD 2011, 2018)8
Caste
Type of
University

Year

2011
Public
Universities 2018
2011
Private
Universities 2018
Institutes
2011
of National
Importance 2018
2011
All
Universities 2018

SCs

STs

OBCs9 PWDs10

Muslims Other

8.83
11.25
2.93
3.43

1.72
2.81
0.87
0.95

15.56
24.86
15.13
22.92

0.36
0.39
0.18
0.12

2.29
5.89
1.53
3.28

1.89
7.88
3.63
9.14

General
Category
69.35
46.92
75.73
60.16

3.42

0.78 4.45

0.18

1.73

0.63

88.81

6.93
5.47
6.71

1.56 12.79
1.53 13.45
2.04 21.95

0.46
0.3
0.3

3.07
2.88
5.34

4.7
2.73
8.54

70.49
73.64
55.12

Response rate
348/351
330/343
98/101
882/903

The author is grateful to Kellen Buckley, Providence College graduate of 2018, who compiled the MHRD 2011 data.
OBD refers to “Other Backward Classes.”
10
PWD refers to “People with Disabilities.”
8
9

Table 2: Relevance of Caste in Articles Published in Contributions to Indian Sociology

Decade
1967-1976
1977-1986
1987-1996
1997-2006
2007-2016
Average 1967-2016

Caste
Central
(a)
0.40
0.31
0.29
0.31
0.30
0.31

Caste
Secondary
Focus
(b)
0.32
0.30
0.26
0.31
0.25
0.28

Caste
Included as
Background
(c)
0.16
0.15
0.21
0.28
0.26
0.21

No Mention
of Caste
(d)

Number of articles
(e)

0.12
0.24
0.24
0.11
0.19
0.19

94
157
141
141
134
667
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APPENDIX A (continued)
Table 3: Changing Conceptualizations of Caste in Contributions to Indian Sociology
(1967-2016)*
Years

19671976 (a)

1977-1986
(b)

1987-1996
(c)

1997-2006
(d)

2007-2016
(e)

Total number of articles

Caste as
Status:
religious
ritual/
ceremony

4 (1)

2 (1)

2 (1)

(2)

0

13

Caste as a
system of
domination
and exclusion

3

5

4

2

4(1)

19

Caste as
(1)
hegemony and
dissent; caste
as power

3(1)

2 (1)

7

2

17

Declining
1
Significance of
Caste

1

0

0

1

3

Other

0

0

0

0

(1)

1

Total number
of articles

10

13

10

12

9

53

* The numbers in parenthesis represent articles that were not cited according to crossref as of June 2019.
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APPENDIX B. Articles Analyzed in Discourse Analysis by Decade and Year Published
Decade
Published
1967-1976

Year
Published
& Issue
Number
1970.1
1971.1*
1971.1
1971.1
1971.1
1972.1
1973.1*
1975.1
1975.2
1976.1
1976.2
1976.2

1977-1986

1977.2
1978.2*
1979.1
1980.1
1980.2
1981.1
1981.1
1981.1*
1982.1
1983.2

Article Title

Author

The Concept of Dominant Caste: Some Queries*
Politics and Social Mobility in India
The Brahmannical View of Caste
On the Nature of Caste in India A Review
Symposium on Louis Dumont’s Homo Hierarchicus intro
On Putative Hierarchy and Some Allergies to
It
Muslims in the Hindu Kingdom of Nepal
Bridging the Gap between Castes: Ceremonial
Friendship in Chhattisgarh
Untouchables and the caste system: a Tamil
case study
Gifts and affines in north India*
Coconuts and gold: relational identity in a
south Indian caste
The symbolic representation of death
Kumari or ’virgin’ worship in Kathmandu
valley
Power, purity and pollution: aspects of the
caste system reconsidered
Caste, caste association, caste federation and
inequality as vocabularies
Widows and goddesses: female roles in deity
symbolism in a south Indian village
Hypergamy, kinship and caste among the
Chettris of Nepa
Caste and castelessness among South Indian
Christians
The ideology of the householder among the
Kashmiri Pandits
The salvation of the king in the Mah
The householder and the renouncer in the
Brahmanical and Buddhist traditions
Division and hierarchy: an overview of caste
in Gujarat
For a sociology of India: an intracultural approach to the study of ‘Hindu society’

T.K. Oommen
Anil Bhatt
Gerald D. Berreman
T. N. Madan
Louis Dumont
Marc Gaborieu
Edward J. Jay
Michael Moffatt
Sylvia Vatuk
Steve Barnett
Meena Kaushik
M.R. Allen
Frédérique Apffel Marglin
Arthur S. Wilke & Raj P. Mohan
Bruce Elliot Tapper
John N. Gray
Lionel Caplan
T.N. Madan
Madeleine Biardeau
Romila Thapar
A.M. Shah
Richard Burghart

Diana Mora Bermejo

44

APPEDIX B. Articles Analyzed… by Decade and Year Published (Continued)
1984.1
1984.2
1984.2
1986.1

1987-1996

1986.2
1989.1
1989.1
1989.1
1991.1
1991.2
1993.1
1994.1
1994.1*
1994.2*

1997-2006

1996.1
1997.1*
1997.2
1998.2
2000.2
2004.1
2004.1
2004.1*

Sources of deprivation and styles of protest:
the case of the Dalits in India
Some reflections on the nature of caste hierarchy
Living with capitalism: class, caste and paternalism among industrial workers in Bombay
Caste in Islam and the problem of deviant
systems: a critique of recent theory
Jat Sikhs: a question of identity
The original Caste: power, history, and hierarchy in south Asia
Centrality, Mutuality, and hierarchy: shifting
aspects of inter-caste relationships in north
India
Hindu Periods of Death “impurity’
The Reproduction of Inequality: Occupation,
Caste and Family
The Hindu Lexicographer? A note on auspiciousness and purity
Marrying Money: Changing preference and
practice in Tamil marriage
Idioms of Subordination and styles of protest
among Christian and Hindu Harijan castes in
Tamil Nadu
Of the religious and the (non-) feminine: open
questions
Rites of ancient India: Outlook for comparative Anthropology
Dowry and prestige in north India
Secularisation in Hindu temples: The implication for caste
Social and Cultural strategies of class formation in coastal Andhra Pradesh
Sanskritization: The career of an anthropological theory
New social and political movements of Dalits:
A study of Meerut district
Sikhism and the caste question: Dalits and
their politics in contemporary Punjab
’We (Yadavs) are a caste of politicians’: Caste
and modern politics in a north Indian town
Differentiation and formation of hierarchy: A
methodological note on social stratification

T.K. Oommen
M.N. Srinivas
Narendra Panjwani
Charles Lindholm
Ravinder Kaur
Nicholas B. Dirks
Gloria Goodwin Raheja
Diane Paull Mines
Andre Beteille
Jonathan Parry
Karin Kapadia
David Mosse
Sasheej Hegde & Seemanthini
Niranjana
Raymond Jamous
Marguerite Roulet
S. Selvam
Carol Upadhya
Simon Charsley
Sudha Pai
Surinder S. Jodhka
Lucia Michelutti
Suraj Bandyopadhyay
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APPEDIX B. Articles Analyzed… by Decade and Year Published (Continued)
2004.3
2005.1
2006.2
2006.3
2007-2016

2007.1
2008.1
2008.3
2009.1
2009.3
2014.1
2014.1
2016.2*
2016.3*

Untouchability, Dalit consciousness, and the
Ad Dharm movement in Punjab
When schooling fails: Young men, education
and low-caste politics in rural north India
Learning the use of symbolic means: Dalits, Ambedkar statues and the state in Uttar
Pradesh
What the signboard hides: Food, caste and
employability in small South Indian eating
places
From stigma to self-assertion: Paraiyars and
the symbolism of the parai drum
The caste of the nation: Untouchability and
citizenship in South India
‘Paying back to society’: Upward social mobility among Dalits
Brahmins in the modern world: Association as
enunciation
From dreams to discontent: Educated young
men and the politics of work at a Special Economic Zone in Andhra Pradesh
T-shirts and tumblers: Caste, dependency and
work under neoliberalisation in south India
The anthropology of neoliberal India: An
introduction
Local jatis and pan-Indian caste: The unresolved dilemma of M.N. Srinivas
Theorising the interaction of caste, class and
gender: A feminist sociological approach

Note: Years marked with an * are the articles that were not cited as of June 2019.

Ronki Ram
Craig Jeffrey, Patricia Jeffery and
Roger Jeffery
Nicolas Jaoul
Vegard Iversen and Raghavendra
P.S.
C. Joe Arun
Hugo Gorringe
Jules Naudet
Ramesh Bairy T.S.
Jamie Cross
Grace Carswell and Geert De Neve
Daniel Münster and Christian
Strümpell
Padmanabh Samarendra
Padma Velaskar
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Parchman Farm Penitentiary Exists as Modern-Day Slavery:
A Position Paper
By
Savannah Plaisted
Abstract
The author explores the connections between convict leasing in the state of Mississippi and the current state
of prison labor at Parchman Farm Penitentiary (aka Mississippi State Penitentiary). To support her position
that this prison exists as modern-day slavery, she analyzes a number of components observable at this prison:
the grossly disproportionate representation of Black men in this prison, the use of unpaid convict labor, the
inhumane and grotesque conditions at the prison, the high death rate of inmates, and the continued execution of a
disproportionate number of Black male prisoners incarcerated currently at Mississippi State Penitentiary. Parchman
Farm Penitentiary is presented as a case study example of the larger systemic issues of present-day prisons in the
U. S. Although this research is limited in its scope, the author focuses on Parchman State Penitentiary to showcase
the conditions of one of the worst prisons in the United States. The author concludes that slavery and racism never
ended in the state of Mississippi, in part because both are still perpetuated at Parchman Farm Penitentiary.
Keywords: slavery, racism, disproportionate incarceration of Black men
Introduction

Black women and men under a different name.
Convict leasing refers to the system by which
For decades, Mississippi has been recognized as a inmates were leased to private employers (farms,
proponent of states’ rights and as a state that has held railroad construction, infrastructure construction,
on to the practice of slavery long after this institution etc.) to work off the debts or sentences that landed
was outlawed in 1863. These two factors combined them in prison. Convict leasing was the first of many
contributed to Mississippi’s refusal to discontinue the systems of oppression in the post-slavery era to utilize
practice of slavery after the passage of the Emancipation the Thirteenth Amendment “loophole.” The system
Proclamation. In conjunction with a number of of convict leasing was detrimental to the state of
other southern states, Mississippi created a system of Mississippi’s racial climate, given that
continued forced labor and oppression of Black people
From its beginning in Mississippi in the late 1860s until
long after slavery had been abolished and the rights of
its abolition in Alabama in the late 1920s, convict leasing
freed Blacks had been established by the ensuing civil
would serve to undermine legal equality, harden racial
rights amendments to the Constitution. The system
stereotypes, spur industrial development, intimidate free
these states utilized was that of the convict leasing.
workers and breed open contempt for the law (Oshinsky
Convict leasing used the so-called “loophole” (Ewing
1996:56).
2016:115) of the Thirteenth Amendment1 to re-enslave
The Thirteenth Amendment reads “Neither slavery nor involuntary
servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall
have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or
any place subject to their jurisdiction.” The “loophole” refers to
the clause “except as punishment for a crime,” as this allowed for
states to use prison time as a means of slavery in a manner that was
completely legal according to this language.
1

Convict leasing was a system that disproportionately
affected Black Americans and had a death rate of
roughly 45% (Oshinsky 1996:60). While practices
similar to that of convict leasing existed in other states,
the terminology of “convict leasing” originated in the
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state of Mississippi.
Mississippi state law, in particular, contributed greatly
to the progression of the oppression of the Black race.
In particular, the so-called “Pig Law” and the “Leasing
Act” (Sturkey 2018:91) served to increase the prison
population of Mississippi drastically, thereby increasing
the number of convicts the state had the ability to lease
to private employers. The “Pig Law” changed the legal
definition of “grand larceny” so that any item stolen that
was valued above $10 (roughly the price of a pig) would
result in up to five years of prison time. The Leasing
Act provided that prisoners could work outside of the
prison—thereby allowing for prisoners to be leased to
said employers. Mississippi also passed the Vagrant Law
in 1865, which found free men with no employment at
the beginning of a new year in violation of the law and
subject to time in prison. It stated that, “all freedmen,
free negroes, and mulattoes in the State, over the age
of eighteen years, found on the second Monday in
January, 1866, or thereafter, with no lawful employment
or business (McPherson, Hyman, & Trefousse 1972:30)
are to be imprisoned accordingly.” Each race described
in this law received a different sentence or fine based
solely on their race (McPherson, Hyman, & Trefousse
1972:30). Mississippi state law effectively put in place
laws to keep free Black women and men in a secondclass status, with very clear discrepancies between laws
imprisoning Black people and white people. The legal
system in Mississippi and the racial caste system that
came along with it at the time were described as follows:
“There were four kinds of law in Mississippi, whites liked
to say: statute law, plantation law, lynch law, and Negro
law” (Oshinsky 1996:124). With that, Mississippi has
long stood as a “traditional” and with that, segregated
and oppressive state.
Parchman Farm Penitentiary opened its doors in
1901 and was largely built by the prisoners themselves.
This state prison remains one of the most notoriously
inhumane institutions and has consistently maintained a
population that is majority Black. “According to the state
penitentiary report of 1917, blacks comprised about 90
percent of the prison population” (Oshinsky 1996:137).
James K. Vardaman, the Governor of Mississippi at the
time the prison opened, referred to Parchman as running
“like an effective slave plantation,” (Winter & Hanlon
2008:6). Not only were the prisoners severely beaten
when they were not working hard enough or the guards
needed a source of entertainment, they were also given
little to eat, drink, and wear. Corporal punishment at
Parchman in this early era of the institution came in the
form of “Black Annie,” which was “a leather strap, three
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feet long and six inches wide” (Oshinsky 1996:149).
Public whippings with Black Annie were commonplace
as a form of punishment for rulebreakers and were used
to teach a lesson to other inmates. This tie to slavery is
incredibly apparent, given the use of public whippings
on escaped slaves during the period of legal slavery, as
well as the use of whippings by slave masters. Oshinsky
(1996:151) writes about this idea when he states, “Black
Annie seemed the perfect instrument of discipline in
a prison populated by the wayward children of former
slaves.”
Parchman Penitentiary also played an important
role in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. When
the Freedom Riders were making trips down south,
and were accosted by police for doing so, they were
placed first into jails in Mississippi. Eventually most
were moved to Parchman, with the late John Lewis
being one of the most notable Freedom Riders to serve
time at Parchman. This prison was chosen specifically
because of its environment in the hopes that the guards
would be able “to teach ‘em a lesson” and “break the
back” of their movement, according to the governor
of the time, Ross Barnett (Doyle 2014). In the hopes
of sending a message to the movement and ending the
Freedom Rides, the guards at Parchman placed most of
those that were jailed in the death row unit or solitary
confinement. Additionally, in an interesting shift from
the norm at Parchman, the white Freedom Riders were
treated worse than the Black Freedom Riders because
the guards wanted to punish those that they felt were
turning against their race. While these prisoners only
remained in prison custody for sentences of roughly
45 days, they caused an immense commotion, as they
would sing anthems of freedom so loudly that the
guards would confiscate anything they could from the
prisoners, such as their mattresses or toothbrushes. In
total, of the roughly 430 Freedom Riders that made
trips across the south, 328 of them would serve time
at Parchman Farm Penitentiary and would outline the
harsh conditions they faced to the press (Doyle 2014).
The conditions faced by prisoners of Parchman
have resulted in large amounts of sickness and death.
Possibly the more disturbing aspect of this treatment
is that despite the ACLU lawsuits against the prison
as described in a study by Winter and Hanlon (2008),
sickness, disease, and unlivable conditions continue to
this day at Parchman Farm. There are still substantial
numbers of deaths at the prison today with no
explanation, and Black men are disproportionately the
victims of the harshest treatments at the institution: the
death penalty and solitary confinement. The conditions
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in place at Parchman are so drastic, rappers Jay-Z and
Yo-Gotti are utilizing their philanthropic capabilities to
fund a lawsuit on behalf of 152 inmates at Parchman
and are suing Mississippi State Penitentiary on the
basis of the “abhorrent conditions” in which prisoners
are housed (Fox 2020). The lawsuit was opened in
February of 2020, shortly following the opening of
the investigation by the Department of Justice and is
currently ongoing.
In the November 2020 monthly fact sheet provided by
the Mississippi Department of Corrections (MDOC),
1,972 prisoners were serving time currently in the
Mississippi State Penitentiary. Of this number, 1,330
(67.4%) were Black men (MDOC 2020). Around 32%
(31.5%) of the prison population were white.2 Based on
July of 2019 population estimates, determined using the
2010 census, the population of Mississippi was roughly
59.1% white and 37.8% Black (USCB 2019). One
would think that statistical estimates of a state’s prison
population would roughly match the racial distribution
of a state’s population. Yet, in the state of Mississippi,
the figures are quite the opposite—with Black people
representing roughly 40% of the general population
but 67% of the prison population. If Black people make
up roughly 40% of the state population and that figure
includes men, women, and children, it abundantly clear
that the figures representing the proportion of Black
men in this prison are vastly higher than they should
be. The fact that the majority of this prison’s population
is still Black today, and that population statistics show
massive discrepancies in Black and white incarceration
indicate that systemic racism existsin the state of
Mississippi.
Literature Review
Legal definitions of slavery vary in their terminology
and in what is accepted in any given nation or court
proceeding. Allain and Hickey (2012:915) use the
definition provided by Article 1(1) of the 1926 League
of Nations Slavery Convention. This definition reads:
“slavery is the status or condition of a person over any
or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership
are exercised” (Allain & Hickey 2012:916). Although
this particular definition’s modern-day legitimacy has
been debated, it has not changed since its establishment.
The argument Allain and Hickey (2012:917) present
is that “in recent times the term ‘slavery’ has been the
subject of misinterpretation to the extent that it is been
The prison population also contained very small percentages of
Asian and Hispanic men.
2
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rendered so wide as to be effectively meaningless.”
These authors describe various attempts in court to
relate this definition of slavery to child pornography,
the removal of organs, illegal adoption, and various
other human rights issues as being problematic due to
the possibility of the loss of meaning of the word slavery.
While these authors do place some blame on nation
states for attempting to make the definition of slavery
more broadly applicable, they also note that slavery
does exist to this day in some sense of the word. They
describe how formal institutions of slavery have been
abolished—such as the legal institution of slavery in the
U. S prior to the Civil War—but, “slavery still exists in
law where any or all the powers attaching to the right of
ownership are exercised in respect of a person subject
to control tantamount to possession” (Allain & Hickey
2012:938). Therefore, although Allain and Hickey
acknowledge the continued existence of slavery, they
disagree with attempts to make the definition provided
in 1926 applicable to a wider range of human-rights
violations.
In bringing the arguments surrounding slavery and
its perpetuation over time closer to the United States,
Fraser and Freeman (2012) analyze the connections
between slavery, the convict leasing system, and modernday prison labor. They begin with the “loophole” of
the Thirteenth Amendment and describe how, “The
reason the Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing slavery,
made an exception for penal servitude is precisely
because it had long since become the dominant form
of punishment throughout the free states (Fraser &
Freeman 2012:95). Fraser and Freeman describe the
prevalence of convict leasing in northern states and
describe it as an institution that began in the north, not
the south. However, they go on to note that the versions
of convict leasing in the north and the south were quite
different and developed in varying ways over time.
Fraser and Freeman (2012:95) state “Because it tended
to grant absolute authority to private commercial
interests and because its racial make-up in the postslavery era was overwhelmingly African-American,
the South’s convict-leasing system was distinctive.”
The north tended to have larger numbers of white men
populating their prisons, and therefore operated under
the convict leasing system without a racial component,
whereas the south developed a convict leasing system
that perpetuated slavery through a racial and laborintensive system of oppression. Additionally, “The
Southern system also stood out because of the degree
of intimate collusion between industrial, commercial,
and agricultural enterprises and the law enforcement
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system” (Fraser & Freeman 2012:96). This premise is
still applicable to the modern-day versions of prison
labor, especially those exhibited by southern states
and by Parchman Penitentiary itself. The modern ties
between criminal justice policy, law enforcement, and
incarceration rates exhibit the same sense of collusion
described here. Fraser and Freeman (2012:98) go on
to summarize that, “The historic link between labor,
punishment, and economic development was severed...
until now.” The “now” referred to in this quote pertains
to the modern associations of prison labor and mass
incarceration, thereby connecting these two phenomena
to the definition of slavery prescribed by Allain and
Hickey (2012).
Scott (2020) builds on the reference to the “loophole”
established by the Thirteenth Amendment in his
discussion of the ideology of “13thism.” Scott directly
addresses in his writing the documentary “13th” by Ava
Du Vernay and describes “13thism” as being
best understood as a narrative of African American
history that developed from an intellectual movement
that places the Thirteenth Amendment’s exception
clause or ‘loophole’ at the heart of explaining the rise and
perpetuation of mass incarceration.

This explanation is the strongest of those mentioned
thus far in stating that there is a clear connection between
the Thirteenth Amendment and mass incarceration.
Although Scott (2020) credits Angela Davis as having
begun much of the establishment of this explanation,
he describes how “The 13thist view of the reinstatement
of African-Americans would originate from those
who had experienced prison, not from the great Black
activists, organizations, or intellectuals” (Scott 2020:10).
Therefore, this is not only the perspective of a number
of scholars, but also that of prisoners themselves who
view their incarceration as slavery. When tracing this
ideology back in time, Scott (2020:14) notes
the major image of the convict in 1960s was that of the
victim of policing and political exploitation, but over time
prisoners once again began to redefine their own selfunderstanding, and increasingly, North and South, they
began to view their condition as that of slaves.

While many prisoners still consider themselves
victims of the system in terms of unjust sentences or
unjust incarceration in the case of wrongful convictions,
there is now also strong associations among Black
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prisoners of the sense of being held in slavery. Scott
describes this concept through experiences voiced by
prisoners themselves, as he covers the national strike by
prisoners in the fall of 2016. He writes, “In the strikers’
view, prisoners coerced into unpaid labor were as much
slaves as chattel had been” (Scott 2020:3). While such
claims may be considered drastic, and authors such as
Allain and Hickey might disagree with this application
of the word slavery, the modern-day version of prison
labor in combination with the mass incarceration of
Black women and men is highly comparable to that of
slavery.
Smith and Hattery (2008) describe not only the
connections between slavery, convict labor, and the
modern system of mass incarceration-based prison
labor, but also the motivations for such systems. Their
argument’s foundation is placed upon the motivations
of mainly white male capitalists that have designed each
of the aforementioned systems of oppression to serve
their personal interests and prejudices. Their thesis
states: “We suggest that the use of incarceration as a tool
of capitalism can be considered a contemporary form of
racial, labor exploitation similar to the slave plantation
economy that was critical to the development of the U.S
economy” (Smith & Hattery 2008:79). This argument
continues to build on the scholarly work discussed
previously and, more specifically, to the race-related
argument presented by Scott (2020) in his references
to Black male prisoners. Smith and Hattery (2008)
make their argument specifically within the case of the
south, unlike Fraser and Freeman’s focus on the north’s
approach to convict labor. Smith and Hattery (2008:80)
write “Our analysis illuminates the way in which the
prison industrial complex benefits from the mutually
reinforcing systems of capitalism and racial domination
in a manner similar to the slave plantation economy of
the rural U.S south.” Much like that of Scott (2020) with
this statement, Smith and Hattery are drawing the same
parallels between slave labor and the modern institution
of prison labor.
Additionally, in describing examples of how prison
labor has developed over time since the labor required
of slaves, Smith and Hattery talk specifically about
prison labor at Parchman Farm Penitentiary which they
use as an example to describe human rights violations
by prisons in the past and currently in the U. S. prison
system. Smith and Hattery (2008:85) point out how
3

Scott cites the case of William C. H. Coppola, who in 1980 wrote in
a letter to the Austin American-Statesman, “Slavery is alive and well
and living in the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S Constitution.”
3
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Whites who feared the demise of their social order
were pacified by the role that Parchman could play as a
mechanism of social control over ‘Negroes’ who might
otherwise run about uncontrolled and destroy not only
property but also the southern way of life.

Additionally, Smith and Hattery refer to the
“loophole” provided by the Thirteenth Amendment to
the Constitution, much like Fraser and Freeman and
Scott do, as being a legal manner in which the labor of
prisoners could be exploited and could be the exception
to the abolition of slavery. Their argument summarizes
and encapsulates perfectly what other scholars also say:
The convict lease system was not merely a replacement
for slavery, but an extension of it, albeit in a new form
and serving new interests,’ (Sheldon, n.d) and we argue
that mass incarceration and the exploitation of inmate
labor represents modern day permutations of the convict
leasing system that dominated the plantation economy of
the postbellum Mississippi Delta region and other areas of
the south (Smith & Hattery 2008:92).

The very fact that slavery and the convict leasing
system are mentioned in connection with modern-day
prison labor and the direct mention of Parchman Farm
and other prisons in the state of Mississippi displays
scholars’ agreement on the perpetuation of slavery at
Parchman.
Prison Labor
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have created the conditions for the current wave of mass
incarceration, and the boom of prison labor exploitation.

Consequently, the War on Drugs was meant
to resolve the issues Browne outlines in terms of
“underemployment and poverty in communities of
color,” and with that the crime rates that were apparent
at the time (even while crime rates were not rising
when4 the War on Drugs was initiated, rather they were
on the decline). However, this shift in labor sources was
present in the U.S far sooner than the War on Drugs,
as the utilization of convict labor after the Civil War
exhibited many of the same characteristics as prison
labor does today. This is a widely cited argument, on
which both Manion and Derbes are in agreement, in
addition to many other scholars including Blackmon
(2009) in Slavery by Another Name and Alexander
(2010) in The New Jim Crow. Manion (2019:237) cites
scholar Heather Ann Thompson’s argument that “makes
the case for historians of the postwar era to look more
closely at the economic shifts that decimated inner cities,
transformed labor, and ultimately set the conditions
for the explosive growth of the prison industrial
complex.” Derbes (2018:47) also writes about this
same topic stating, “Penitentiary workshops emerged
in the antebellum years, thrived during the war, and
developed into the modern prison-industrial complex.”
The phenomenon of forced labor in the United States,
and especially that of Black women and men, is nothing
new and did not vanish with the abolition of slavery,
nor with outlawing the convict leasing system. In sum,
the prison labor seen in American prisons today is not
only compared to that found in third world countries,
but it is also in some areas considered “the return of the
chain gang” (Browne 2010:80).
As far as how the prison labor system in association
with Parchman Farm Penitentiary operates, prisoners
that are requested to work must do so, and Parchman has
a number of facilities with which it utilizes such labor.
Parchman holds both factories operated through the
Mississippi Prison Industries Corporation (MPIC) and
operating farms that produce much of the food supply
for the prison itself and for the surrounding prisons
in Mississippi via the Mississippi Prison Agricultural
Enterprises (MPAE). Two of the most concerning goals

In the political arena, the use of prison labor is a
highly-contested practice. The debate mainly centers
around the very small wages prisoners are paid for their
labor--far below even the minimum wage. In some
prisons, inmates who are forced to work are paid as
little as $1 per hour (Smith & Hattery 2008:91). Many
large and well-known corporations, including Victoria’s
Secret and Microsoft, rely on American prisoners to
create their products at distinctly low labor costs. There
is also the added problem of mass incarceration, in
the sense that given the disproportionate population
of Black women and men in prison, there is a clear
racial component in terms of which demographic’s
labor is being exploited at the highest rate. As a result,
the majority of the prisoners being paid far less than 4There was not a rise in crime rates when U. S. administrators
minimum wage for their labor are Black (Browne announced the War on Drugs. Therefore, the “War” was not
resolving a problem. Rather the government selected a problem
2010:80). Regarding race, Browne (2010:1) states that
Shifts in the United States economy and growing crises of
underemployment and poverty in communities of color

that was not even considered significant in public opinion and
made an issue of it. Therefore, the author’s point is that crime rates
were not on the rise when the War on Drugs began, they were
actually declining.
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of this corporation are listed as “reducing the tax burden
of inmate incarceration through productive inmate
labor” and “operating similar to businesses in the
private sector” (MDOC AR 2019). Instead of reducing
the number of prisoners incarcerated in the state of
Mississippi, the first goal states that the corporation
running its prison system will instead seek to reduce the
cost of incarceration to the taxpayers by exploiting prison
labor. This goal implies the necessity of prisoners’ labor
and the intent to perpetuate this system. Additionally,
it is concerning that the organization tasked with
rehabilitating prisoners in order to prepare them for reentry into society is operating instead as a business that
requires a steady labor force of prisoners at all times. If
certain companies depend upon the system of prison
labor via the exploitation of prisoners that are unable to
opt into this system of work, how could that system not
mirror the characteristics of the system of forced labor
under the institution of slavery?
In 2019, the corporation produced a staggering
$2,459,572 in total revenue from the 161 inmates
employed in apparel and textile manufacturing and
metal operations facilities at Parchman (MDOC AR
2019). There is no mention in the 2019 Annual Report
for the Mississippi Prison Industries Corporation
(MPOC) of the amount of any payments to inmates.
Although figures for payroll are established in the
report, it makes clear that many of the upper-level
employees and management within the corporation
are people outside the prison itself. Therefore, the
payroll figures listed could refer primarily salaries
earned by non-prisoners as well as all benefits provided
to non-prisoners. The Mississippi Department of
Corrections website boasts in its 2019 Annual Report
that, “Mississippi State Penitentiary offenders provide
more than 100,000 hours of free offender labor each
year to adjacent municipalities and counties, as well as
assisting other state agencies” (MDOC AR 2019). While
this quote does not specifically refer to the Mississippi
Prison Industries Corporation (MPIC), this entity
is a state agency directly overseen by the governor of
Mississippi. Therefore the 100,000 prisoner labor hours
mentioned could have been used to operate the factory
and agricultural facilities at Parchman. If these hours
are all unpaid and completed by mostly Black men,
however, that would be a clear indication of a human
rights violation. Overall, then, the exploitation of the
prison labor force primarily represented by Black men
exhibited by the ongoing operations at Mississippi State
Penitentiary parallels the labor exploitation seen in the
era of slavery.
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High Death Rate
Parchman Farm Penitentiary is notorious for its
high death rate, which has been the case since the
establishment of the institution. In 2019 alone, in a
6-month span, there were 15 deaths in the prison, with
causes ranging from inmate-on-inmate fights to suicide
(MDOC 2020).5 This high rate of death contributed
directly to the Department of Justice opening up
an investigation to determine whether or not the
constitutional rights of prisoners are being violated
due to the manner with which the prison operates.
Additionally, Parchman Farm Penitentiary is the only
prison in Mississippi that still carries out the practice
of executing those on death row. While there have not
been any executions in Mississippi since the year 2012,
death row at Mississippi today consists of 1 female and
40 males, of which 23 inmates are Black, in comparison
to 16 white inmates (MDOC 2021). The MDOC website
(MDOC AR 2019) glorifies this phenomenon with the
line, “Another unique feature of Parchman is that it is
where state executions are carried out.” As of June 2021,
four people have been executed in the United States this
year, three of whom were Black men. In 2020, 17 people
were executed in the United States. There are roughly
2,500 people sitting on death row today. This is not just a
Parchman Penitentiary issue, this is a nationwide issue.
Inmates on death row sit in solitary confinement
for 23 hours a day and live in grossly- inhumane
conditions. The cells are very small in size. In addition
to a sleeping cot, they contain a toilet, a sink, and
small stool with what might be considered a desk, with
enough space to hold a single notebook. The conditions
in which prisoners spend their last waking moments
are barren and disgusting. As a direct result of the
poor living conditions, in 2002, death-row prisoners
staged a hunger strike to protest the “… profound
isolation, unrelieved idleness and monotony, denial of
exercise, intolerable stench and pervasive filth, grossly
malfunctioning plumbing, and constant exposure to
human excrement” they experienced at Parchman Farm
Penitentiary (Winter & Hanlon 2008:11).
The high death rate is an issue that has been present
in Mississippi’s prisons for centuries. The earliest death
statistic attributable to the convict leasing system was
16 percent in Mississippi for “… prisoners leased to
railroad companies between 1877 and 1879…” (Browne
2010:79). The railroad projects on which convicts
The high death rate is its own section in terms of being an argument
for why Parchman mimics the conditions of slavery and does not
build off the previous section.
5
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worked were particularly dangerous in regard to the
intensity of the work required or prisoners, and the
number of deaths that resulted. Although, “the total
number of deceased is unclear, but at the end of 1889,
the superintendent who oversaw the State Penitentiary
reported that sixty convicts had perished while working
on the Gulf and Ship Island Railroad during 1888”
(Sturkey 2018:94).
The phenomenon of high death rates is also an
issue that disproportionately affects convicted Black
men to this day. The makeup of Parchman Farm was
disproportionately Black when it was first established
and has not changed in today’s prison population. This
high death rate disproportionately affected Black men
in the early years of Mississippi prisons as, “In 1882 for
example, 126 of 735 black state convicts perished, as
opposed to 2 of 83 whites” (Oskinsky 1996:46). Not only
does this statistic depict the grossly disproportionate rate
at which Black men were incarcerated at this time, but
it also shows how much greater the likelihood was for
Black men to suffer death relative to white men. The high
death rate of Black prisoners relative to white prisoners
in Mississippi where leased prisoners experienced some
of the harshest conditions for prisoners forced into labor.
Mississippi’s reputation was so well known that it raised
public attention, as “opposition grew amid reports that
15 percent of Mississippi’s convicts had died in 1887
(as opposed to less than one percent in states like Ohio
and Illinois, which kept their prisoners in penitentiaries
under careful state regulation) (Oshinsky 1996:50).
It is particularly astounding that this issue received
public attention, given that the condition of prisoners
in this time period was not of the utmost concern to
the general public. Thus, the fact that prison conditions
sparked national attention speaks to the level of threat
this issue was to people living in Mississippi at the time.
Additionally, this threat to the lives of Black men in
Mississippi should not have been downplayed because
“According to former attorney general Frank Johnson,
convict leasing in Mississippi had produced an ‘epidemic
death rate without the epidemic’” (Oshinsky 1996:50).
Convict leasing as carried out by the Mississippi state
penitentiaries, in addition to the current conditions
that contribute to high death rates in the modernday Parchman Farm Penitentiary, contribute to the
conclusion that slavery and its grossly inhumane
conditions have been perpetuated by Mississippi
prisons, and by Parchman specifically.
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Inhumane Living Conditions
Parchman Farm Penitentiary today exhibits some of
the most cruel and unlivable conditions for prisoners
in the United States. A 2020 annual health inspection
of the conditions in the prison found most cells to be
unlivable (MSDOH 2019). There is an issue with almost
every cell that was inspected and these issues included
but are not limited to: no lights, no power, no running
water, inoperable toilets, or various animal infestations.
Outside the cells themselves, there is mold in many of
the showers. Chipped paint litters the building. Water
fountains and public bathrooms are inoperable, and one
can find exposed wires and broken glass throughout the
prison. Inside the kitchens, the sinks are so backed up
that they are inoperable. Chemicals placed in unsafe
locations near food. Food caked with mold is left out—
possibly because of the lack of options for properly
refrigerating food.
Along with unlivable facilities, the conditions at
Parchman Farm Penitentiary are a breeding ground
for mental health problems. The February 2020
investigation opened by the Department of Justice was
to determine whether or not the constitutional rights
of prisoners were being violated because of a lack
of mental health resources provided to prisoners, in
addition to the prolonged periods prisoners spent in
isolation. The Department of Justice offers the purpose
for its investigation:
The investigation will focus on whether the Mississippi
Department of Corrections adequately protects prisoners
from physical harm at the hands of other prisoners at the
four prisons, as well as whether there is adequate suicide
prevention, including adequate mental health care and
appropriate use of isolation, at Parchman (DOJ 2020).

The investigation was prompted in part by the number
of suicides that had occurred during the aforementioned
six-month period in 2019. While the investigation is
involving more prisons than just Parchman, the very
fact that it is ongoing proves the fact that Mississippi
prisons are maintaining their historic reputation of
being some of the most dangerous prisons in the U.S.
Prisoners at Parchman and at other correctional
facilities in the state of Mississippi reported a lack of
available resources for those suffering from mental
health problems and from the effects of isolation
through solitary confinement. After the death of an
inmate in December 2019, prisoners staged a riot
in which three more inmates died. As a result, the
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prison was forced into lockdown for a number of days
(Bellware 2020). Social justice advocates who had been
working towards prison reform specifically in the state
of Mississippi were pleased to see an investigation
open up, but stated it was long overdue. In a 2015
lawsuit alleging abuses by the Mississippi Correctional
Facility in Meridian, where inmates with substantial
mental health concerns are sent, the plaintiffs alleged
“inadequate medical and mental health care, unsanitary
environmental conditions, the use of excessive force by
EMCF personnel, and the use of isolated confinement”
(Dockery vs Hall 2017). Thus, the human rights abuses
that Mississippi prisons have leveled against prisoners
through their inadequate healthcare practices are not
new to Mississippi prisons or to Parchman in particular.
Expanding on the mental health concerns at
Parchman Penitentiary, Ewing (2016) describes the
psychological approach to the pain and suffering caused
by time in the prison. He cites a study that concluded
that no study on solitary confinement in prisons has ever
proven anything but deep psychological harm to the
prisoners that undergo such treatment. Nevertheless, to
this day, Parchman Farm Penitentiary still has a solitary
confinement unit that holds especially-hard-to-control
prisoners and is used as a segregated unit for prisoners
with HIV, (Winter & Hanlon 2008:6). Ewing (2016)
identifies three factors that contribute to the oppression
that Black men especially face under these conditions.
First, there is first the sense of “othering” prisoners by
means of social ostracization, while also putting them
under the intense scrutiny of authority figures at all
times. Second, there is the added racial oppression by
the disproportionate number of Black men not only
in prison, but also in solitary confinement. Third,
there is the mental oppression experienced in solitary
confinement where prisoners are kept in an enclosed
room, oftentimes with no windows, for 23 hours a day
(Ewing 2016:109). These three factors remain problems
prisoners experience in modern-day prisons, and
specifically within Parchman Farm Penitentiary.
One of the major components of slavery was
attempting to break the spirit of Black women and
men so that they would not attempt to break out of the
chains that held them in slavery and would not object
to the demands of their masters. The methods by which
this was done were typically senseless beatings and the
deprivation of food, rest, etc. These same practices are
present in the modern-day prison system. Senseless
beatings by guards, other prisoners, and prison gangs
are also routine occurrences in prisons. The issue
of prison violence pertains to Parchman, as “A 2019
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investigation by ProPublica and the Mississippi Center
for Investigative Reporting found that long-standing
problems of violence, gangs and unsanitary conditions
were worse than ever” (Bellware 2020). The eruption
of gang violence in Parchman Penitentiary is not
uncommon and has resulted in a substantial number of
deaths there, including some of the deaths that occurred
in 2019.
The lack of adequate mental health care has also
been noted in various studies performed on Parchman’s
conditions. The primary issue of concern in terms of
mental health is the use of solitary confinement. The use
of isolation has proven countless times to be detrimental
to the mental health of even the most “stable” of prisoners.
Even with the lack of visible benefits stemming from the
use of solitary confinement, “Just as the United States
incarcerates more of its citizens than any other country
in the world, so too does it hold the greatest number of
people in long-term isolation” (Ewing 2016:112). This
fact is a clear indication of the United States’ lack of
regard for the mental stability and health of its prison
population. Additionally, in Winter and Hanlon’s 2008
study of Parchman, they reported that prisoners
were denied basic medical, dental, and mental health
care. They were exposed day and night to the screams and
ravings of severely mentally ill inmates in adjoining cells.

These deprivations, as well as the trauma of having
to listen to the torment of other prisoners, is more than
enough to affect anyone’s mental instability. Prisoners’
experience of hearing such ravings is a barbaric form
of torture. Speaking to this point, Winter and Hanlon
(2008:12) wrote
The combination of all these conditions was causing
serious mental illness to emerge in previously healthy
prisoners, and causing psychosis and complete mental
breakdown in less healthy prisoners.

The conditions outlined in these studies and reported
by prisoners themselves could be considered violations
of the eighth amendment given the cruel and unusual
method of punishment this prison utilizes through
solitary confinement.
As a direct result of these conditions, suicide attempts
are not uncommon. Winter and Hanlon (2008:13)
describe how at Parchman “Suicides and attempted
suicides occurred with alarming frequency.” Even
while this study was being conducted in 2008, it was
clear that the mental health issues of prisoners were not
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being treated and even now suicides or suicide attempts
are still a strong issue of concern. Winter and Hanlon
summarized such concerns in their description of Unit
32, the solitary confinement unit, stating that
The psychosis-inducing effect of permanent administrative
segregation, the culture of excessive force in Unit 32, and
the lack of basic mental health treatment made Unit 32 an
incubator for serious mental illness and violence (Winter
& Hanlon 2008:13).

Not only does this statement highlight many of
the areas of concern in terms of the mental health of
prisoners at Parchman, but also establishes the need for
widespread reforms. However, suicides are a problem
for all prisons that utilize solitary confinement, given
that, “A recent tally found that while long-term solitary
prisoners account for about eight percent of the nation’s
prison population, they account for fifty percent of all
prison suicides” (Ewing 2016:113). Solitary confinement
serves as a means to break the spirits of prisoners who
are disproportionately
Black women and men. Therefore, the continued
use of solitary confinement despite the acknowledged
failures of such a tactic displays the connection
between the current prison-industrial complex and,
more specifically, the tactics used at Parchman Farm
Penitentiary and slavery.
CONCLUSION
As it exists today, Parchman Farm Penitentiary
epitomizes cruel and unusual punishment. When
tracing its lineage and formation as an institution, one
can observe clear and distinct remnants both of slavery
and the subsequent convict leasing system. One of
the biggest indicators of said remnants is the grossly
disproportionate number of Black men incarcerated
at Parchman. This same racism was apparent from the
day the prison opened its doors. The added concerns
regarding the use of unpaid labor, the inhumane
and grossly-inadequate conditions of the prison, the
abnormally high death rate, and the continued execution
of a disproportionate number of Black men in today’s
Parchman Farm compare to that of the Parchman Farm
of 190g1.
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century, up through the legislation passed federally and
on state levels under the period of the War on Drugs,
Mississippi has been able to incarcerate specifically
Black men at levels so disproportionate that it mimics
the intentional racial prejudice under slavery. This
practice of enslaving Black people is indicative of the
larger theme of Southern politics exempting itself from
progress in civil rights legislation, largely on the basis of
states’ rights arguments.
Most United States prisons take on a “retributive”
approach wherein they take seriously the premise of
prisons being designed to punish those incarcerated.
This theory therefore stands as the basis for the
treatment experienced by those incarcerated at
Parchman Penitentiary. However, the United States
must consider on a nationwide scope is the utilization
of the “rehabilitative” approach to prisons. Practices
like banning certain books (Alexander’s previouslymentioned The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in
the Age of Colorblindness being one of them), failing to
provide educational programs, and violating the basic
rights of prisoners prevents U. S. prisons from training
people that have been imprisoned to effectively and
successfully reenter society. These practices and failures,
therefore, contribute to increased rates of recidivism.
At a time when monuments of Confederate leaders
and historical figures with ties to slavery are being
taken down across the United States, Parchman
Penitentiary still exists as a monument to slavery. This
prison continues to make headlines for its inhumane
practices and unexplained deaths which lack serious
investigations. While this issue is beginning to gain more
public attention through the ongoing investigations,
press releases, and celebrity philanthropic work, the
on-going human rights violations at this facility need
to come to an immediate halt. The problems that arise
in this prison are due, in part, to the mass incarceration
of Black men in the U.S. This should be an issue which
raises national consciousness. In conclusion, because
Parchman Farm Penitentiary is far beyond repair, it
follows that this prison should be abolished.6

Legislation passed by the state of Mississippi allowed
Parchman Farm to circumvent the illegality of slavery
by substituting the convict leasing system for labor
previously done by slaves. Through the utilization of the 6The author recommends that prisoners currently held at Parchman
Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission in the 20th be moved to other state prisons immediately.
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Abstract
The authors elaborate on Lawton and Clark’s (2015) earlier finding that women’s fear of crime declined much more
than men’s fear in the 40-year period between the 1970s and the 2010s in the United States. They introduce race
as a variable and find that white women’s, Black women’s and Black men’s fear of walking in their neighborhoods
at night have declined substantially during this time frame, while white men’s fear has not declined much at all. In
an attempt to explain this finding, the authors examine the relationship between the variables of (change in) fear
of walking in the neighborhood at night (the conventional measure of fear of crime) and change in the rape rate.
The findings indicate that the relationship is very strong for white women, Black women and Black men, although
it is essentially nonexistent for white men. The authors interpret their findings.
Keywords: fear of crime, gender, race, rape rate, fear of men
Literature Review
The fear of crime literature finds that women report
higher levels of fear than men (Ferraro 1995; Skogan
& Maxfield 1981; Snedker 2012; Warr 1984; Lawton &
Clark 2015) and that Blacks report higher levels of fear
than whites (e.g., Scarborough et al. 2010). The case of
gender is somewhat paradoxical insofar as women are
less likely to be victimized by crime than men (Snedker
2012). The case of race is less puzzling: Blacks, for
instance, are eight times more likely to be homicide
victims than whites (QuickStats 2017).
Others have examined the relationships between the
fear of crime, on the one hand, and gender and race,
on the other. In a study using data from a Kansas City
survey, Scarborough et al. (2010) found that all of
Blacks’ excess fear of crime could be explained away
if one controlled for the respondent’s perception of
neighborhood disorder, but that none of women’s fear
could be accounted for in these terms. To the authors’
knowledge, no study has examined the interactive
effects of gender and race over time. And no study
known to the authors has examined the possibility that

changes in crime rates over time has affected change in
the fear of crime by both gender and race.
Theories that have attempted to explain the “fear
victimization paradox”—i.e., that women fear crime
more than men despite being less victimized by it—
have been divided into four categories (Lawton & Clark
2015). The first, an evolutionary approach, argues that,
because the maximum number of offspring women can
have is lower than it is for men, women are more likely to
avoid putting the children they do have, and themselves,
into harm’s way and therefore have more fearfulness
(Fetchenberger & Buunk 2005). A second theory, a
vulnerability thesis, suggests that because women tend
to be physically weaker than men, they are more fearful
because defending themselves from attackers is more
difficult (e.g., Warr 1984; Killias & Clerici 2000). A
third perspective, a socialization theory, suggests that
boys and girls are socialized to entertain different levels
of fear (Fetchenhauer & Buunk 2005). And a fourth
theory suggests that women’s fear of crime is in large part
“a fear of men” (Stanko 1995:46) and men’s tendency
to commit various forms of sexual violence—e.g., rape,
sexual harassment, intimate partner violence and sexual

Emily M. DeLuca, Stephanie Luna Carrasquillo and Roger Clark
assault (e.g., Warr 1984; Pain 2001).
These theories, of course, are not mutually exclusive,
but Lawton & Clark (2015) found it useful to focus
on the “fear of men” thesis in their attempt to explain
change over time in the differences between men’s
and women’s fear of crime in the United States. Using
General Social Survey data, they found that women
were about 2.9 times as likely to report a fear of crime
as men in 1973 but were 1.8 times as likely to do so in
2014. Women’s fear of crime dropped considerably over
this time period, while men’s fear did not. Moreover,
Lawton and Clark (2015) found that the drop in
women’s fear was very highly correlated with the drop
in the rape rate over this time frame, while men’s fear
of crime was not substantially associated with the rape
rate. Rather, fluctuation in men’s fear was correlated
with the variation in the violent crime rate. In contrast,
women’s fear was not substantially correlated with the
violent crime rate.
Lawton and Clark (2015) were tempted to look at
the relationship between women’s fear of crime and the
rape rate because they had read Steven Pinker’s (2011)
The Better Angels of Our Nature, in which Pinker
points out that the rape rate in the United States had
dropped nearly 80 percent between 1980 and 2010. To
many of us, this fact comes as a surprise. The media,
if anything, often gives the impression that rape and
sexual assault are as prevalent today as ever, if not more
so. But media coverage of these crimes and the fact that
they have declined is not a coincidence. Pinker points
out that the second wave of feminism raised people’s
consciousness about sexual crimes that had once been
swept under the rug—or at least kept out of the light.
Susan Brownmiller’s (1975) Against Our Will helped to
mobilize feminist activists to establish rape crisis centers
and push for new laws and judicial decisions. Police now
take charges of sexual assault more seriously than they
did before this movement, women have become more
comfortable with reporting it and media often convey
the message that sexual predators are “contemptible
scum” (Pinker 2011:401).
The question addressed in the current paper,
however, is whether Lawton and Clark’s (2015) findings
hold equally for both Blacks and whites. There is some
reason to believe they might not. Scarborough et al.’s
(2010) findings suggest that Black women’s fear may
have as much to do with neighborhood characteristics
as it does with fear of men and, therefore, that as violent
crimes, maybe especially crimes like homicide, decline,
their fear of crime may also decline. Thus, we expect a
positive association between change in Black women’s
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fear of crime and change in the murder rate as well as
the positive association between change in that fear and
change in the rape rate that exists for white women.
We want to emphasize, though, that we do expect
that, as the rape rate dropped, and as what Rachel Pain
(1993:117) has called the “sharp end” of patriarchy has
been blunted, Black women, as well as white women,
will have been more likely to report less fear of crime.
We were frankly unsure of how change in Black men’s
fear of crime might be associated over time with changes
in the two major crime rates examined in this paper: the
murder and rape rates. As with white men, we expected
Black men’s fear to be positively associated over time
with the murder rate. But since Americans have long
viewed rape in racialized terms—e.g., stereotyping
black men, for instance, as “having an uncontrolled and
violent sexuality” (Pain 2001:906)—we can imagine
that Black men’s fear of walking in the neighborhoods
at night (the measure fear of crime used in this paper)
might be positively associated with the rape rate too.
Black men, we imagine, might have avoided the out of
doors at night when rape rates were high simply for fear
of harassment by the police, and conceivably others.
As Bell Hooks (2004:4) observes, “Nonviolent black
males daily face a world that sees them as violent. Black
men who are not sexual harassers or rapists confront
a pubic that relates to them as though this is who they
are underneath the skin.” If true, a hesitancy to go out
at night, in this case, might not reflect a fear of crime
as much as it would a fear of the effects of racist beliefs
that Black men are more likely to commit sexual crimes
against women.
Methods Section
Using data from the U.S. since 1973, the authors
employ a trend design to examine how changes in two
crime rates—the murder and rape rates—are associated
with changes in white men’s, white women’s, Black
men’s, and Black women’s fear of crime. The primary
data set the authors employ is the General Social Survey
(GSS). The big advantage of the GSS measure is that
data are available for white and Black respondents for
many years. Since 1973, the GSS has asked the following
question in 29 iterations: “Is there any area right around
here—that is, within a mile—where you would be afraid
to walk alone at night?” A response of “yes” is taken
as an indication of a fear of crime. The percentage of
people answering “yes” is our main indicator of the fear
of crime in each year.
Our assumption is that the sources of white men’s,
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white women’s, Black men’s, and Black women’s fear will
have been affected by variation in some form of violent
crime. The “fear of men” perspective leads us to think
that both white and Blacks women’s fear will have been
sensitive to change in cross-gender crimes of violence.
To test this perspective, it would be ideal to have a
comprehensive measure of crimes involving crosssexual assault. Since we do not have this measure, we use
the Bureau of Justice (BJS) annual estimate of the level
of rape, based on the National Crime Victim Survey.
This measure is believed to be more reliable than reports
of the rape rate produced in the FBI’s Uniform Crime
Report (UCR) because the latter are based on reports
made to police departments-- something relatively few
women did, especially before the 1990s. Also, the BJS
rape rates are highly correlated with its own intimate
partner assault rates, at least for the period from 1993 to
2009 (BJS, 2013). The last year for which we used BJS
rape rate in this paper is 2012, since the BJS noticeably
changed how it measured this crime in 2013.
As we pointed out previously, the frequency of rape
has dropped by nearly 80% since 1980. The solid
black line in Figure 1 is based on the BJS survey data.
The dashed line reported in Figure 1 is based on data
reported to the police—i.e., UCR data. Even today most
rapes are not reported to police; however, victims are
more likely to report rapes if they are treated well rather
than stigmatized (Clay-Warner & Burt 2005:150). The
number of rapes reported to police nearly doubled
between 1973 and 1992, as women became more
willing to make reports. However, since then they have
dropped in near parallel fashion to those reported to
the BJS. Most other crimes have dropped since the
early 1990s too. The dotted line shows the murder rate,
which fell by about 50% between the 1970s and our end
date for collecting crime data—2012. (See Figure 1 in
Appendix A.)
Lawton and Clark (2015) used the violent crime rate
from the UCR as their measure of variation of violent
crime. But we use the UCR murder rate, instead of the
more general violent crime rate, in the belief, generally
agreed to by criminologists (see, e.g., Messner 1999:313),
that official statistics on homicide are not as susceptible
to underreporting to police as are other violent crimes.
Findings
Lawton and Clark (2015) found that, after 1973,
women’s fear of crime decreased fairly dramatically
over the next 40 years, while men’s fear fluctuated but,
in the end, changed very little. In this context, Figure
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2 reveals some slightly surprising results which we will
identify shortly. One of its least surprising revelations
we discovered, however, given what the literature
reports about racial differences in the fear of crime,
however, is that Black women’s fear of crime was higher
than white women’s fear, throughout the 45-year period
between 1973 and 2018, and that Black men’s fear was
always higher than white men’s fear. More interesting
are the facts that the overall decline in Black women’s
fear (about 33%) slightly outstripped white women’s
fear (about 30%) and that the overall decline in Black
men’s fear (about 27%) greatly outpaced that of white
men’s (only about 5%). (See Figure 2 in Appendix A.)
We attempt to gain some insight into why these
different patterns have occurred by examining the
relationship between change in the fear of crime of
different groups and change in both murder and rape
rates over time in Table 1. (See Table 1 in Appendix B.)
Of the four groups defined by gender and race, only
white males’ fear of crime is significantly correlated with
just one of the crime rates examined here; its change is
positively, strongly and significantly associated (r = .57)
with change the murder rate, about three years earlier.
In fact, for instance, if one looks carefully at the graph of
white men’s fear in Figure 2, one can see that its highest
points occur in 1982 and 1994, two and three years,
respectively, after the highest points in the graph of the
murder rate in Figure 1.
The three other groups, defined by gender and race,
however, all display fear levels whose change is at
least fairly strongly correlated with change in both the
murder and rape rates, about three years earlier. Change
in white women’s fear, for instance, is strongly associated
with change in the murder rate (r = .66) and extremely
strongly correlated with change in the rape rate (r = .93).
Change in Black women’s fear is also strongly associated
with change in the murder rate (r =.64) and change
in the rape rate (r = .82). The correlation pattern for
Black men is much more similar to what it is for both
groups of women than it is for white men. Change in
Black men’s fear of crime is significantly associated with
change in the murder rate (r = .46), and substantially
and significantly associated with the rape rate (r = .65).
Table 1 also suggests that, when we focus on all men,
rather than white or Black men alone, the association
between changes in their fear of crime and changes in
the murder rate is the only one that appears substantial
(r = .52). For men as a whole, there is virtually no
association between change in the level of fear and the
rape rate (r =.03). But this is probably due to the fact
that white men constitute the vast majority of all men
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reporting in all years, and the differences between white
and Black men are masked when they are combined.
For all women, however, the association between both
changes in the murder rate (r = .69) and changes in
the rape rate (r = .93) remain strong and statistically
significant at the .001 level.
Although the GSS provides measures of male and
female fear of crime (by race) back to 1973, they did
not do so every year. Consequently, we have only 26
data points for our analysis. Clearly, it would have been
preferable to control even very strong relationships for
possible confounding variables. However, with few
data points, the number of controls that are possible is
limited. Therefore, we have limited our analyses to two
control variables: the other focal crime rate (for each
of our focal crimes) and age. Age is measured as the
percentage of the appropriate race/sex group that is
over 50 years of age.
The Standardized Regression Coefficients in Table 2
show the relationship between changes in the murder
rate and changes in white men’s fear of crime, about
three years later. When the percentage of white male
respondents who are 50 years or older and the rape rate
are controlled, the association between change in the
murder rates and change in white men’s fear (beta =.89)
is greater than the zero-order correlation (r =.57). This
result suggests that variation in the rape rate acts as a
suppressor variable for the relationship between murder
and white men’s fear. It appears, then, that change in
white men’s fear is indeed strongly related to change in
the murder rate. The amount of variation explained in
change in men’s fear by the three independent variables
(adjusted R square = .36) is about 36%, a substantial, but
not overwhelming, amount. (See Table 2 in Appendix
B.)
In Table 3, we examine the relationship between
change in white women’s fear of crime and change in,
mainly, the rape rate when change in the murder rate
and change in the percentage of white women over 50
are controlled. What we find is that the relationship
between change in white women’s fear and change in
the rape rate (three years earlier) remains very strong
(beta = .82), when the two others are controlled. As
a whole, this model explains a very large percentage
(87%) of the change in white women’s fear over time.
Clearly, while the rape rate is the dominant element in
this model’s explanatory power, the murder rate and age
do add something to our understanding of change in
white women’s aggregate fear of crime. (See Table 3 in
Appendix B.)
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Table 4 examines the relationship between changes
in Black men’s fear of going out into the neighborhood
at night and change in the rape rate, while controlling
for changes in the murder rate and their age structure.
What is interesting in Table 4 is that is that changes in
the rape rate retain a strong and significant relationship
with Black men’s fear, even when changes in the murder
rate and changes in age structure are controlled. We
will discuss alternative explanations for this relationship
below. Here we will point out that, even with other
variables controlled, for white men the results suggest
the crime rate with the strongest correlation is the
murder rate, while for black men they suggest the crime
rate with the strongest correlations is the rape rate (See
Table 4 in Appendix B.)
Table 5 focuses on the relationship between changes
in Black women’s fear and changes in the rape rate, while
controlling for changes in the murder rate and changes
in age structure. As is true for white women, changes
in Black women’s fear have their strongest controlled
association with changes in the rape rate (beta = .71),
but this relationship is not as strong as it was for white
women (beta = .82). Furthermore, as is true with white
women, the association between changes in the murder
rate with changes in Black women’s fear is not statistically
significantly related to changes in fear for Black women,
when changes in the rape rate are controlled, but they
are more strongly related to changes in the murder rate
(beta = .20) than they were for white women (beta =
.10). Moreover, as with whites, the model for Black
women explains much more variance (66%) than it does
for Black men (37%), but the difference in explained
variance (29%) is much lower than it is for whites (51%).
But the biggest difference between white and Blacks is
that, for whites, different crimes seem to be the primary
correlates of fear for men and women (murder for men;
rape for women). For Blacks, the same crime (rape) is
the primary correlate of fear for both men and women.
(See Table 5 in Appendix B.)
We considered whether the relationship between
the change in Black men’s fear and change in the rape
rate might be coincidental—the result of change in
the rape rate and some other variable whose values
have also declined since 1973 being highly correlated
and the latter being really responsible for the decline
in Black men’s fear. For instance, Pinker (2011: 392ff.)
points to evidence that there has been a decline in
dehumanizing beliefs since the 1980s. Using GSS data,
we find that the proportion of Americans attributing
racial inequality to a lack of will on the part of Blacks
dropped from about 65% in 1977 to about 50% in 2012
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and the proportion attributing it to a lack of ability in Black men’s fear of crime and the decline in the rape
dropped from about 26% in 1977 to about 10% in 2012. rate.
These changes largely reflect changes in the attitudes
We believe that the relationship between the rape rate
of whites towards Blacks. Moreover, the Economist and the fear of crime for both white and Black women,
(2021), and the GSS, give us reason to believe that individually, adds credence to Lawton and Clark’s
Blacks’ attitudes towards whites have also improved: (2015) conclusion that women’s fear of crime has been
the percentage of Blacks who attribute racial differences in large part “a fear of men” (Stanko, 1995: 46). What
to discrimination dropped from about 78% in 1985 to our analysis adds to Lawton and Clark’s earlier finding
47% in 2012. Moreover, many more Blacks are now is that changes in women’s fear (both white and Black
attaining a high school education than did in 1973. In women’s fear) have also been strongly correlated with
1973, only about 60% of adult Blacks reported to the changes in the murder rate, though this correlation
GSS said they had a high school diploma. By 2014, this pales when controls are made for changes in the rape
figure was close to 87%. Assuming education, and the rate.
consequent access to better jobs, can help people move
It does not make sense to us to interpret the correlation
away from “disordered” neighborhoods, this might also between the decline in the rape rate and the decline
account for a decline in Black men’s fear of going out at in Black men’s fear of crime as simply resulting from
night. And the correlations between all four of these a fear of men. Our analysis leads us to focus, instead,
declines and changes in Black men’s fear are in fact on the commonly-used measure of fear of crime which
positive, strong (r = .72, .70, .60, and .56, respectively, centers on the fear of going out in one’s neighborhood
for the order in which they are presented above) and at night. It may be this more literal interpretation of the
statistically significant.
conventional measure of “fear of crime”—being afraid
In multivariate analyses, shown in Table 6, we found to walk in certain parts of one’s neighborhood— that
that the control for none of these other variables is appropriate when we discuss Black men. Black men
substantially diminished the association between may not be so much in fear being victimized by crime
changes in rape rates and changes in Black men’s fear. generally as they are of being victimized by police and
Moreover, the associations between change in these other people who might harass them-- people who
other variables and change in Black men’s fear were all buy into stereotypes of Black men as sexual predators.
diminished substantially to the point where they were Their concern about walking in their neighborhoods
not statistically significant, when changes in the rape rate may have reflected this concern—a concern that has
were controlled. In other words, none of the variables declined as a decline in the rape rate has conceivably
for which we had measures and that we thought might led to less harassment. We know of no data, currently
explain why change in Black men’s fear was so strongly available, that track the degree to which Black men have
associated with change in the rape rate accounted for experienced harassment by, say, police over time, so this
this association. (See Table 6 in Appendix B.)
line of thinking remains open to future research.
Finally, we considered the possibility that the
CONCLUSION
relationship between change in Black men’s fear of going
out at night and the rape rate might be a coincidental
The analysis reported here elaborated on Lawton effect of change in the rape rate with other variables,
and Clark’s (2015) findings that women’s fear of crime closely associated with Black men’s fear. We looked
declined much more than men’s fear of crime between specifically at several measures of racial discrimination,
1970s and 2010s. To do this, we introduced race as a both as expressed by the total population and as
variable, and found that the only group that did not perceived by Black men, and their level of education.
experience a substantial drop in the fear of crime over The relationship between change in each of these
the decades examined was white men. We also found alternative variables and change in Black men’s fear,
that white men were the only group whose fear of crime however, washes out when we control for change in the
was not strongly, positively and significantly associated rape rate.
with the decline in the rape rate since the 1970s. White
men’s fear of crime seems strongly related to the murder Limitations of Our Theorizing
rate, but the three other groups’ fear seems most strongly
related to the declines in the rape rate. Most surprising,
Our explanations assume that, somehow, people sense
perhaps, is the strong relationship between the decline what is happening to the crime rates, but we are unsure
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of how aware they were of this shift. It is plausible that Fetchenhauer, Detlef and Bram Buunk. 2005. “How
people, especially women in the case of the rape rate,
to Explain Gender Differences in Fear of Crime:
get to know of fewer people in their immediate social
Towards an Evolutionary Approach.” Sexuality,
circles experiencing rape as the general rape rate drops,
Evolution and Gender 7(2): 95-113.
and, therefore, become less anxious about walking in
their neighborhoods at night.
Hale, C. 1996. “Fear of Crime: A Review of the Literature.”
Regarding the relationship between the decline
International Review of Victimology 4:79-150.
in the rape rate and the decline in Black men’s fear of
walking in their neighborhoods at night, we speculate Ferraro, Kenneth. 1995. Fear of Crime. Interpreting
that the drop in the rape rate may have led to a decline
Victimization Risks. Albany, NY: State University of
in harassment of Black men, sometimes stereotyped as
Albany Press.
sexual predators, at night by police or other individuals.
However, this theory remains to be tested by future Hooks, Bell. 2004. We Real Cool: Black Men and
research.
Masculinity. London: Psychology Press.
Future Research

Killias, Martin and Christian Clerici. 2000. “Different
Measures of Vulnerability in their Relation to
This article has turned out to be as much an exercise
Different Dimensions of Fear of Crime.” British
in theory building as in theory testing. By this we mean
Journal of Criminology 40:437-450.
that we are not only testing a theory by examining the
“fear of men” thesis, but we are also implicitly advancing Lawton, Michelle & Roger Clark. 2015. “The Fear of
speculative theories that testing by other researchers
Crime in the United States: A Tale of Two Genders.”
can refute or support. We speculate that the decline in
International Journal of Sociology of the Family
the rape rate has made walking in their neighborhoods
41(2):177-127.
more attractive to white women, Black women and
men. However, we are not sure why this might be the Ortega, S. and J. Myles 1987. “Race and Gender Effects
case. A better understanding of these relationships
of Fear of Crime: An Interactive Model with Age.”
awaits further research.
Criminology 25(1):133–152.
Pain, Rachel. 1993. “Crime, Social Control and Spatial
Constraint.” Ph.D. Dissertation, University of
Edinburgh. Retrieved 5/28/15. 536453.pdf.
Brownmiller, Susan. 1975. Against Our Will: Men,
Women, and Rape. New York: Simon & Schuster.
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Appendix A. Figures 1 and 2
Figure 1: Incidence of Rape and Murder as a Percentage of the Incidence in 1973

Sources: Uniform Crime Reporting Statistics, 2013; Rand et al.1997; Planty et al. 2013; Pinker 2011

Figure 2. Fear of Crime by Gender and Race

Source: BJS 2019; University of California, Berkeley 2020.
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Appendix B. Tables 1-6
Table 1. Correlations of Fear of Crime by Gender and Race by Year with UCR Murder Rate (Three Years
Earlier) and NCVS Rape Rate (Three Years Earlier)
					Murder Rate 		Rape Rate
White Men’s Fear of Crime		
White Women’s Fear of Crime
Black Men’s Fear of Crime		
Black Women’s Fear of Crime
Total Men’s Fear of Crime		
Total Women’s Fear of Crime

.57**			
.66***			
.46*			
.64***			
.52**			
.69***			

.09
.93***
.65***
.82***
.03
.93***

Notes: * indicates coefficient significant at .05 level; **, at .01 level; ***, at .001 level.
Sources: BJS 2019; QuickStats 2017; University of California, Berkeley 2020.
Table 2. Regression of White Men’s Fear of Crime on Rape Rate, Murder Rate and Percentage of White Men
Over 50 Years of Age
Standardized Regression Coefficients
Rape Rate						
Murder Rate						
Over 50						
N							
Adjusted R Square					

-.43
.89***
.08
26
.36

Notes: * indicates coefficient significant at .05 level; **, at .01 level; ***, at .001 level.
Sources: BJS 2019; QuickStats 2017; University of California, Berkeley 2020.
Table 3. Regression of White Women’s Fear of Crime on Rape Rate, Murder Rate and
Percentage of White Women over 50 Year of Age
Standardized Regression Coefficients
Rape Rate						
Murder Rate						
Over 50						
N							
Adjusted R Square					

.82***
.10
-.09
26
.87

Notes: * indicates coefficient significant at .05 level; **, at .01 level; ***, at .001 level.
Sources: BJS 2019; QuickStats 2017; University of California, Berkeley 2020.
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Table 4. Regression of Black Men’s Fear of Crime on Rape Rate, Murder Rate and Percentage of Black Men
over 50 Year of Age
Standardized Regression Coefficients
Rape Rate						
Murder Rate						
Over 50						
N							
Adjusted R Square					

.54**
.11
.16
26
.37

Notes: * indicates coefficient significant at .05 level; **, at .01 level; ***, at .001 level.
Table 5. Regression of Black Women’s Fear of Crime on Rape Rate, Murder Rate and Percentage of Black
Women over 50 Year of Age
Standardized Regression Coefficients
Rape Rate						
Murder Rate						
Over 50						
N							
Adjusted R Square					

.71***
.20
-.05
26
.66

Notes: * indicates coefficient significant at .05 level; **, at .01 level; ***, at .001 level.
Sources: BJS 2019; QuickStats 2017; University of California, Berkeley 2020.
Table 6. Regression of Change in Black Men’s Fear on Change in the Rape Rate, on the one Hand, and Four
“Competing” Variables, on the Other
Betas
(1)		 (2)		 (3)		 (4)
Rape rate				.53		.60		.90*		.74*
Racial differences due to will		
.24		
Racial differences due to ability			
.17
Racial differences due to discrimination			
-.20
(View of Blacks only)
Percentage of Blacks with High School Diploma				
-.10
N					20		20		 19		 26
Notes: * indicates coefficient significant at .05 level; **, at .01 level; ***, at .001 level.
Sources: BJS 2019; QuickStats 2017; University of California, Berkeley 2020.
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Adoptees and Adoptive Parents as “Other”
By
Josephine A. Ruggiero and Roger D. Clark
Abstract
Although Americans may say that they support adoption, negative community attitudes toward adoption, adoptees,
and adoptive parents persist. These attitudes reveal themselves in the ways that members of adoptive families
are perceived and treated in a variety of settings. The authors, both of whom are sociologists and parents of
international adoptees, explore how adoptive families are treated as “other”—that is, as “non-normal” in American
society. They examine the meanings and roles that stigma play in separating adoptive families from biological
families and how being adopted may function as a “master status” that affects an adoptee’s identity. The authors
include examples of experiences from adoptees and adoptive parents to illustrate how “time seems to have left
adoptees behind in important ways” (Bright 2013).
Keywords: international adoption, transracial adoption, attitudes toward adoption, stigma, being adopted as a
master status
Defining a Family: Who is Included and Who Is
Excluded?

like viewing adoptive parents as saints. Too often, they
are negative, like viewing adoptees and adopters as
damaged or defective. In this paper we focus primarily
Families come about in different ways. Many families on the negative perceptions of adoptees, bio mothers,
come about naturally and/or by choice, typically and adoptive parents.
after a couple marries. Some families are shaped by
circumstances and factors outside of human control. Is Being Adopted a “Master Status?”
These days, many people say that we should celebrate
diversity in all things, including how families are
Everett C. Hughes (1945) introduced the term master
formed— through biology, adoption, and choice (fictive status into the vocabulary of sociology. Hughes viewed
kinship). Do we really mean that we should celebrate a master status as a social position that outweighs other
diversity, or are we just giving lip service to an idea that statuses a person holds. Although a master status may
is politically correct these days?
be achieved, a master status is often an ascribed status
Adoptive parents may ponder this question at that influences his or her social identity and perceived
different stages in their lives: prior to adopting, after they standing in society. Hughes identified a person’s race
have adopted, and, at times, throughout their children’s as a powerful example of a master status. Two other
lives. They do not seek to be different. However, the examples of master statuses are one’s sex and occupation.
reality is that they are different. This is especially true Can one add adoptee to the list of master statuses a
when children look different from their parents or when person may hold? We think you can, if you view being
people hear that a child in a family is not a biological adopted into a family, rather than being born into it, as
member of that family. That is when stereotypes (i.e., a master status that dominates the other statuses she or
oversimplified assumptions) about the adoptees, their he holds and that influences his or her identity.
bio parent(s), and/or their adoptive parent(s) reveal
themselves. Sometimes the stereotypes are positive,
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The Meaning of Stigma and The Destructive Role include the moral context in which stigmas are assigned.
Stigmas Play
Only then can effective and measurable applications-anti-stigma interventions be designed and tested.
A stigma is a mark of disgrace that sets a person
or persons apart from others in a society or group. Stigmas about Adoption from the Perspective of
Stigmatized people are labelled as “other”—less than, People Touched by Adoption
defective in some way. By being labelled as “other,” the
stigmatized person is no longer viewed as an individual
In this section we include insights and personal
with unique characteristics. But rather, s/he is viewed as narratives from adoptive parents and adoptees. Their
part of a stereotyped group to whom characteristics are perspectives and experiences help put a real face on
assigned. When a person is labelled as “other,” prejudice people who are stigmatized because of their connection
(negative attitudes and beliefs) toward the persons are to adoption.
formed and negative actions (discrimination) toward
Adoptive mother, Chelse Schults (2017) identifies
persons labelled as “other” often follow.
eight stigmas about adoption that she argues, clearly
In his influential book, Stigma: Notes on the and reasonably, are not true. We organize the stigmas
Management of Spoiled Identity (1963), Canadian Schults divides into four social categories or themes:
sociologist, Erving Goffman, discussed being viewed the adoptees, the bio parent(s) of a child available for
as “different from” others in one’s society in some adoption, the adoptive parent(s), and the adoption
noticeable way. Society and culture establish norms process itself. Adopted children are stigmatized as
about what is normal and what deviates from normal, abandoned (unwanted) by their bio parent(s). Similarly,
i.e., is “atypical” or abnormal. Stigma is assigned to bio mothers are stigmatized as not loving the child for
those who are perceived as different. Goffman identified whom an adoption plan exists and as not taking care of
three main types of stigma: (1) stigma associated herself while pregnant.
with a mental illness; (2) stigma associated with a
Adoptive parents are often stereotyped as rich,
visible physical challenge; and (3) stigma attached to white, married, and straight. Adoptive parents are
identifying the person with a particular race, ethnicity, also stigmatized as defective (i.e., infertile), not “real”
religion, ideology, or status, either earned (i.e., criminal, parents, unrealistic in their expectations, and as having
prostitute) or assigned (i.e., adoptee, infertile woman.
suspicious or questionable motives for adopting. As
More recently, in an editorial published in the Journal a process, “open” adoption is considered “bad” and
of Epidemiology & Community Health, Kleinman and confusing for an adoptee regarding who his/her parent
Hall-Clifford (2009) reflect on how the concept of stigma really is; the one who gave birth to the child or the
has changed over time from the way Goffman defined parent(s) raising him/her. Adoption, in general, is
it in the 1960s. In Goffman’s view, stigma was part stereotyped as second best (to giving birth), easier than
of a psychological and social process that affected the giving birth, and always expensive.
construction of a person’s identity, transforming him or
Adoptive mother of four and attorney, Elizabeth
her from “normal” to a “discredited” (or “discreditable”) Kirk (2018), raises the issue of the “soft stigma” against
social status. Based on new information that goes adoption: that people say they support adoption but
against what is normative (i.e., having a communicable rarely choose it for themselves or encourage friends
disease, a developmental delay, or a serious problem or family member to choose adoption. Decades ago,
with drugs or alcohol), a stigmatized individual passes sociologists, began to do research about community
from being viewed as normal to being in a category of attitudes toward adoption (for example, Miall 1987,
being labelled as different/deviant.
1994, 1996; March & Miall 2000). Other sociologists,
Kleinman and Hall-Clifford (2009) contend that, in including Wegar 1998; and Perry 2013, report the
the past, researchers who studied stigma have focused persistence of negative community attitudes toward
“too heavily” on using psychological approaches to adoption, adoptees, and adoptive parents: that a majority
investigate the construction and assignment of stigma. of Americans consider the crucial defining characteristic
These authors believe that a too narrow approach of a family to be genetic, not choice. Such people view
makes it difficult to view, and understand, stigmatized a family as comprised of a heterosexual couple and
individuals as people “embedded in local moral their biological children. This family structure is the
contexts.” Kleinman and Hall-Clifford (2009) conclude definition of a “nuclear family,” the family into which a
that the definition of stigma needs to be expanded to child is born.
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This narrow view of family ignores family types
comprised of people who view their family as based on
“chosen kinship.” How many times do we hear someone
say that she or he is closer to a good friend than he or
she is to a sibling? What about those “only” children
who turn friends into honorary siblings and friends’
parents into a second set of honorary parents?
The Power of Language
Despite the sentiment of the old nursery rhyme, words
can hurt as much as sticks and stones. The language
people use to speak with, or about others, can uplift or
bring down another person. Thoughtful parents and
grandparents are very careful of the words they use in
conversations with their children and grandchildren.
Other people need to be just as aware of the language
they use about adoption with classmates, customers,
clients, and strangers even in casual interaction.
Empathy and compassion for others matters in word
and actions. We all need to “walk the walk” and “talk
the talk” in ways that celebrate our similarities rather
than denigrate our differences.
The experiences of adopted children provide
good examples of what not to say. An adoptive father
(Jacobson 2018) writes about his nine-year-old son’s
experience when this boy shared with his classmates
that he was adopted. He was proud to tell his class this
fact about himself and, no doubt, thought his classmates
would think his status as an adoptee was a good thing
and worth sharing.
The man’s son was in for a rude awakening. During
recess, a boy from his son’s class approached him and
said “that if he was adopted, it was because his real
mom and dad hated him.” The classmate also told the
adopted child that his adoptive parents “weren’t really
his parents, so he had none.” When the man’s son came
home from school, he had a major meltdown. When
his father tried to find out why the meltdown was
happening, the boy told his father what his classmate
said to him.
Cruel comments like what this child’s classmate said
to him happen all too often. However, most adoptees
likely never tell their parents about the incidents and
comments, outside the home, that cause their emotional
upsets and, sometimes, their subsequent acting-out
behavior at home. For example, on the school bus
going home after school, one boy hits another boy on
the head with a book. The mother asks her son why he
thinks the other boy did that. Her son does not explain.
Instead, he tells his mother that if he does nothing
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about what the other boy did to him, that boy will keep
treating him badly. She fully understands what he is
saying but tells her son that she wishes he would talk
to an administrator about what happened rather than
retaliate against the other boy. Her son thinks that a
school administrator will likely do nothing because the
incident did not happen on school grounds.
The next time her son comes home on the school
bus, there was another incident with the same boy.
This time her son tells her that he has been suspended
from school for the remainder of the week because he
stood up for himself with the other child. His mother
inquires further and finds out that the other boy was
not suspended. A bit more digging on his mother’s
part uncovers the fact that that the mother of the boy
who originally hit her son is an old friend of the school
administrator who suspended her son. In the small
town where this family lives, life-long residents know
each other and treat each other as privileged insiders.
Newcomers (i.e., non life-long residents) are viewed
by some as outsiders. If the newcomers are also known
to be an adoptive family, just by being adoptive parents,
they may be suspect and their adopted children more
vulnerable to negative treatment by kids who feel
“entitled” and adults in positions of power. To assign
the unknowns a status, old-time residents ask two
questions: Who is your mother? Who is your father?
If the unknowns answer with parentage unknown to
the insiders who ask, an invisible gate goes up and the
unknown newcomers are labeled and treated as “other.”
An interesting on-line article by an adult adoptee
(Bright 2013) talks about how time seems to have left
adoptees behind in important ways. The author and
her brother were both adopted at young ages. Their
parents made sure that being adopted was part of both
children’s identities from the time they were toddlers.
The family considered adoption to be a positive choice
for them. Just as biological families celebrate birthdays
as special occasions, adoptive families may also choose
to celebrate “Family Day” or “Gotcha Day”—the day on
which they officially became a family through adoption.
As she was growing up, Bright (2013) began to notice
a lot of things that were stuck in the past about adoption.
One example she gives is that doctors' forms do not have
an adopted/no information box to indicate that some
information being requested on the form is unknown
to the patient and/or her/his adoptive parents. She also
talks about attitudes about adoption that are stuck in
the past. One example comes from a conversation a
newly-married friend has with the author about the
priority order of her future children: first, natural born,
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then fertility treatments, followed by fostering a child.
The friend lists adoption is as a last resort decision.
Meanwhile, Bright says that she can not believe what her
friend is saying about fostering versus adoption— that
raising a (foster) child who is not one’s own in any way
is preferable to making a child your own through a legal
adoption. Apparently, her friend thought fostering was
better than adopting because, with fostering, she and her
husband would be “making a difference in that child’s
life.” Bright concludes her essay by reinforcing the point
that, despite this being the 21st century, adoption is still
as stigmatized and mired in myths as it was during the
last five to six decades of the 20th century.
Some years ago, in an annual holiday note from an
old friend of Ruggiero’s, the friend wrote that Ruggiero
got her children the “easy way”—the implication being
that going through pregnancy and childbirth were much
harder than adopting. The card-writer, who Ruggiero
first net when they were both 12 years old and in junior
high school, is the biological parent of two children born
decades before Ruggiero adopted. Although they lived
in different states, Ruggiero knew this friend’s children
since their births.
Ruggiero was stunned by the insensitivity of the
comment. Her first thought was that, perhaps, the writer
was trying to be funny. But, because of the longevity of
their friendship, the comment hurt and Ruggiero could
not let it go. So, she promptly wrote back all the reasons
why hoping (and trying) to adopt, waiting for years
to adopt, and becoming a parent through adoptiion
was far from an easy way to achieve that status. Sadly,
Ruggiero has not heard from this “friend” since that
eventful exchange. No apology. No, “I’m only kidding.”
Just silence and the demise of a friendship.
The Special Cases of International and Transracial
Adoptions
So far, our analysis has dealt with stigmas associated
with adoptions generally. There are, of course, special
cases of adoption stigma. We would like to address two
of these here, since they add layers of stigma to the layers
we have already addressed: stigmas associated with
international and transracial adoption. In many cases,
these additional stigmas are attributable to differences
in racial appearance between adoptive parents and their
adopted children.
In the most downloaded article published to date in
Sociology Between the Gaps, author and international
adoptee, Peter Dodds (2015), asserts that international
adoption is so like the institution of slavery that it
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must be abolished. Dodds makes two major points to
support this claim: 1) that, in the countries from which
adopted babies come, patterns of “baby stealing, child
trafficking, adoption agency corruption, re-homing,
coercion of natural parents into giving up their child”
(2015: 76) are often implicated and 2) that, from the
adoptees’ perspective, “a set of irretraceable harms,
particularly the tragic problem of children who suffer
the loss of being separated not only from their natural
parent(s), but also being separated from their ancestral
homeland, culture, and language” (2015: 77) are created.
One of the disadvantages of “think pieces,” or point
of view essays, like Dodd’s is that they do not need to
face the complications of either plausibility or evidence.
Dodds does successfully make the case that international
adoption and slavery are similar in some respects,
even though he starts with the rebuttable premise
that “adoption is, in and of itself, a violence based on
inequality” (he borrows this notion, and quotation,
from Ibn Zayd [2012]). A powerful image, but one that
compels us to ask whether raising any child, adopted or
not, isn’t such a violence as well.
And the differences between international adoption
and slavery are stark. The latter, for instance, implies,
by definition, forced labor on the part of the slave. The
former, ideally at least, is more likely to conjure images
of voluntary labor on the part of the adoptive parent.
The latter (slavery), a lifetime of dependence by the more
dependent party; the former (international adoption),
a period of dependence that normally does not exceed
that of birth children. One needs more evidence (on
children of international adoption and those with
biological parents, for instance) than Dodds supplies
to argue effectively that international adoption is as
inimical to the public and private good as he suggests.
And to suggest that international adoption is the moral
equivalent of slavery indulges a potential stereotype that
demeans the love and effort that go into raising a child
from another country—or, indeed, from any country.
As people who have adopted children from abroad,
we, the authors of this piece, point out that the first
synonym for “adopt,” when you Google synonyms for it,
is “embrace.” We prefer the word “embrace” to the word
“enslave.” We will discuss the undeserved attribution of
stigma to parents of children adopted from abroad in
our conclusion.
There are related stigmas associated with transracial
adoption, most commonly referring to the adoption of
Black children by White parents. As Samuels (2009)
points out, transracial adoptive families contradict
“biological and monocentric racial norms.” A common
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belief is that transracial adoption engenders internal
Thus, in addition to dealing with the normal stigmas
conflict and confusion, especially for the adopted child associated with adoption—e.g., that they don’t have
(Dalmage, 2000). Samuels (2009) observes “the daily a family that was made “the proper way”— families
lives of transracial adoptive families . . . are riddled with created through international or transracial adoption—
questions from strangers (e.g., ‘What are you?’ ‘Is that may encounter additional stigmas associated with
your mother?’) requiring public defenses or declarations the visibility of the differences between parents and
of one’s racial ties, authenticity, and allegiance within children.
single-race communities.” Some may see transracial
parents and children as “racial traitors,” though some CONCLUSION
may actually see them “racial heroes,” providing a visual
embodiment of hopes that racial divisions are being
In this paper, we have used the concept of “stigma” to
effectively challenged. Neither stereotype is necessarily organize the variety of ways in ways in which adoptees
one that transracial families need or deserve, but the and their parents are occasionally treated as “the other”
negative one, the stigma, can do real harm.
in American society. In fact, we have defined stigma
Docan-Morgan (2008) more simply refers to the as a mark of disgrace that separates people apart from
“intrusive interactions” transracial adoptees and others. We first suggested a variety of ways in which the
adopters may be subject to (like the “What are you?” stigmatization of adoptees and their parents is reflected
or “Is that your mother?” questions), during which in behaviors of others that can be hurtful to adoptees and
visibly adoptive families are asked to speak about their their parents generally. Adoptive parents, we suggested,
families’ composition. One of the co-authors, Roger, can be seen as biologically defective and/or morally
would frequently encounter questions like “Is that suspicious. In general, the kinds of behavior that result
really your daughter” when shopping with his daughter, from such stigma are more subtle, and perhaps a little
whom he had adopted from Korea. Such questions less hurtful, for adoptive parents than they are for their
can seem innocuous enough until one thinks about the children. These can come in form of other adults simply
possible effect on the adopted child, who may be led to saying their first priority would be to form a family
question the legitimacy of her family. And, of course, through biology, not choice, and that they would only
some intrusive interactions occur in the absence of the choose adoption as a way of having children if biology
adoptive parent, as when the child is asked, “Do you failed. Or in the form of medical questionnaires that do
know your real parents?” Questions like these may not allow for the possibility that adoptive parents may
be more difficult for the child, inasmuch as there isn’t not know the medical history of the child’s biological
a parent around to immediately sort out how to think parents or even of children adopted beyond infancy.
about them.
Stigma associated with being an adopted child can
Docan-Morgan (2008) distinguishes “racial be more hurtful, if only because children can be less
interactions” from these “intrusive interactions.” thoughtful of others, more willing to inflict emotional
Racial interactions may involve malevolent and/or pain, than most adults are. Again, the children that
essentializing questions related to the adopted child’s adoptive children encounter may stigmatize the adoptive
perceived race. Both of Roger Clark's Korean adoptees, child simply because their families were formed in a
for instance, were forced to ward off comments about different way from what they consider “normal.” Even
the “slanty eyes,” usually offered and received as “jokes” children who are initially proud that they belong to
from friends. But his daughter actually reported in an a family in which parents have “chosen” them can be
earlier article on Sociology Between the Gaps a horribly made to feel inferior and/or ashamed by other children
hurtful moment in a high school English teacher tried who tease them because of their “difference.”
to make a joke at her expense:
Our paper then turns to the special cases of
international
and transracial adoption. Transracial
One day, during my sophomore year, my English teacher
was showing the class a video about a poet we were adoptees, whether or not they are international adoptees,
studying. He fast-forwarded through part of the video are apt to experience what Docan-Morgan (2008) calls
in which an Asian-American man was reading poetry. A both “intrusive interactions” and “racial interactions,”
student asked why he was fast-forwarding, and my teacher thanks to their visible physical differences from their
replied, “Because I hate Asians. Especially Wendy.” He adoptive parents—often, though not exclusively, white
looked right at me with a smirk on his face as the class European Americans. Intrusive interactions usually
broke out in an awkward laughter (Clark and Clark, 2015). involve other people asking adoptees and/or their
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parents about the composition of their family. These Docan-Morgan, S. J. 2008. Boundaries and Bridges:
interactions can be innocently intended, but nonetheless
Exploring Korean Adoptees’ Reports Adoptive
remind transracial family members that their family
Family Communication During and After Intrusive
differs from what is seen as a “normal” family. Racial
Interactions and Racial Communications. Ph.D.
interactions typically involve malevolent intent on the
Dissertation. University of Washington. ProQuest
part of others, in some ways the same kind of intent
Dissertations (psu.edu)
that is involved in any racist speech or behavior. These
potentially-hurtful interactions are almost always Dodds, P. F. 2015. “The Parallels between International
directed at adoptees.
Adoption and Slavery,” Sociology Between the Gaps:
We also refer to efforts to create an analogy between
Forgotten and Neglected Topics: Vol. 1. Available at:
international adoption and the institution of slavery.
https://digitalcommons.providence.edu/sbg/vol1/
This effort, while undoubtedly directed primarily at
iss1/10
international adoption agencies, can easily be seen as an
effort to create yet another kind of stigma for adopting Goffman, E. 1963. Stigma: Notes on the Management
parents and seems to be aimed at making them feel
of Spoiled Identity. New York: Touchstone.
guilty about what they likely see as an act of love.
In fact, for many adoptive parents and their adopted Hughes, Everett C. 1945 (March). “Dilemmas and
children, the act of adoption is an act of love as well as a
Contradictions of Status.” American Journal of
“leap of faith.” To diminish adoption through the creation
Sociology. 50, 5:353-359.
of, and actions based on, stigmas is unwarranted and
unkind. We would argue that, especially when adopted Jacobson, T. 2018 (November 29). “How Do We Break
the Social Stigma of Being Adopted?” Retrieved on
children and their parents experience unwarranted and
February 15, 2021. (https://redtri.com/E2808Bhowunkind actions based on their adoption experiences,
do-we-break-the-social-stigma-of-being-adoptedtheir adopted or adopting statuses are much more likely
national-adoption-month/)
to become “master statuses”—statuses that take a front
and center position in their minds and lives—than if Kirk, E. 2018 (December 3). “Countering the Soft Stigthey are treated as if they belonged to “normal” families.
ma About Adoption.” Retrieved on February 15,
Under such circumstances, they are made acutely aware
2021. (https://ifstudies.org/blog/countering-the-softof their minority status in a society that privileges
stigma-against-adoption)
parent-child relationships that are created through
biological processes and stigmatizes other modes of Kleinman A. & R. Hall-Clifford R. 2009. “Stigma: A
Social, Cultural and Moral Process.” Journal of Epicreating such relationships.
demiology & Community Health. 63:418-419.
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Through the Frames: Public Opinion on Medicare-For-All
By
Jenny Chen
Abstract
Amid the global COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing political debates over the path forward, proponents of
Medicare-For-All are offering a solution to the crises at hand. Public opinion research reveals that Americans worry
a great deal about healthcare access and affordability, and the public are becoming both increasingly dissatisfied
with the current system and increasingly convinced that it is the responsibility of the government to provide
healthcare. But Medicare-For-All currently stands on a public opinion precipice. While the public appears open to
consideration of a full universal healthcare system, consensus is deeply contingent upon issue framing. The author
researched recent Medicare-For-All polling, framing terminology variations, and their impact on public opinion
in a quantitative and sociopolitical analysis concluding that framing Medicare-For-All as a single-payer system or
“socialized healthcare” is detrimental whereas framing it as an expansion of Medicare, a national system run by the
government, and/or a universal and egalitarian system goes a long way toward securing majority public support
across party and ideological lines. Before Medicare-For-All can be legislated and litigated, its first battle is on the
field of public opinion and its proponents can win through the frames.
Key Words: Medicare-for-All, universal healthcare, single-payer health insurance, U. S. government, issue framing,
American politics, public policy, elections, polling data, voter behavior
Introduction
Throughout contemporary times, health policy has
been a central pillar of American politics. In the late
20th century, the Social Security Act of 1965 created
Medicaid and the Social Security Administration
established Medicare in 1966. In 2010, the Affordable
Care Act (ACA) was passed by Congress and signed
into law by then-President Barack Obama after heated
debates. In the years since, the ACA has been extensively
litigated in the courts. Since 2016, Medicare-For-All
has been a mainstream policy proposal, debated on
the presidential campaign trail and introduced in
Congress as legislation. In late 2020 and throughout
2021, the COVID-19 pandemic has wreaked havoc
upon the world. In the United States, the pandemic has
revealed deep fragilities and incompetencies within the
American healthcare system.
A March 2019 Gallup poll found that 80% of
Americans worry a “fair amount” or a “great deal” about
“the availability and affordability of healthcare” (Gallup
2019). A July 2020 Pew poll found that healthcare was

a top concern for voters in the 2020 elections (Pew
2020). Americans are overwhelmingly dissatisfied with
the availability of affordable healthcare (60% according
to a 2020 Gallup poll), the rising cost of healthcare
(73% according to a November 2019 Gallup poll), and
increasingly believe that it is the responsibility of the
government to provide healthcare to the public (from
polling at over 30% in the beginning of the 2000s to
polling at over 50% in the beginning of the 2010s)
(Gallup 2000-2020). Health policy is demonstratively
important to the American people.
As a result of dissatisfaction with the current
healthcare system and an increasing belief that the
government has the solutions, Medicare-For All—a
single-payer, government-funded, universal healthcare
system—has come to the forefront of American public
policy. While the general public overwhelmingly
supports a public option, public opinion on MedicareFor-All remains contingent on framing, with “singlepayer” or raising taxes framing polling viewed as
significantly less favorably than framing Medicare-ForAll as a universal or national government healthcare
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plan. If proponents of Medicare-For-All wish to win
over public opinion and establish a new and reformed
healthcare system for the 21st century, they must win
through deliberate policy framing: Medicare-For-All
as an expansion of Medicare, a healthcare system run
by the United States government, and a universal and
egalitarian system.
Research Methods
For this paper, the author examined all the available
U.S. polling data from Polling Report, Pew, and Gallup
on Medicare-For-All dating back to 2014, since
earlier contemporary polling on the policy proposal
was scarce. She focused on polls that asked about
“Medicare-For-All” and other terminological variants
like “universal healthcare,” and compiled results
from Gallup, Pew, Quinnipiac University, NPR/PBS/
Marist, ABC/Washington Post, and the Kaiser Family
Foundation. (See Tables 1-4 in the Appendix for specific
% Differences in these polls).
Once the poll questions about Medicare-For-All
were compiled, the author cross listed the results and
analyzed patterns between survey question framing,
favorability numbers, and differences. She focused
specifically on the following frames: Medicare-For-All or
Medicare expansion, universal healthcare or national or
government, single-payer, and taxes. She also tabulated
different framing terminologies and the corresponding
survey result. While there was no unequivocal
evidence that a certain framing consistently yielded a
positive or negative result, there were significant and
meaningful patterns between framings and favorability.
Subsequently, the author referred to the Kaiser Family
Foundation’s 2020 report “Public Opinion on SinglePayer, National Health Plans, and Expanding Access
to Medicare Coverage”, which utilized a different set of
polling data than the one she had, as a source to confirm
patterns she observed in her research, and to clarify
what her data could not on its own.
Research Findings and Impact Analysis
In the 2016 presidential elections, one of the two
major Democratic candidates, Senator Bernie Sanders,
ran on a Medicare-For-All platform. According to Kaiser
(2019-2020), that same year, a national healthcare plan
garnered majority support for the first time in the 21st
century. In 2020, Democratic presidential candidates
and voters alike were divided over the best way to
provide healthcare coverage for all Americans, with
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44% saying that health insurance should be provided
through a single national insurance system and 34%
saying it should be provided through a combination of
private insurance and government programs, according
to a July 2019 Pew report (Pew 2019).
The combination system in question is called a
public option and it is overwhelmingly supported
by Americans across the political spectrum. Political
support for a public option was polled by Quinnipiac
in November 2019, finding that 46% of Republicans
supported a public option while 37% opposed it
(Quinnipiac 2019). The same survey question polled
Democrats at 73% support and independents at 56%
(Quinnipiac 2019). The overall favorability of a public
option follows a consistent trend: CBS polled 63% in
favor in October of 2018, NPR/PBS/Marist polled 70%
in July of 2019, ABC/Washington Post polled 73% in
February of 2020, and Kaiser polled 69% in March of
2020 (Polling Report/Pew 2018-2020).
In contrast, public support for Medicare-For-All is
weaker and less decisive, garnering a simple majority
support at times and falling short of it at others. Survey
trends reveal that question framing using certain
terminology in the poll questions is responsible for
shaping survey outcomes significantly.
An April 2019 Kaiser poll on healthcare terminology
found that “universal health coverage” and “MedicareFor-All” polled positively at 63% and “national health
plan” at 59% (Kaiser 2019). In contrast, “single-payer
health insurance system” and “socialized medicine”
respectively polled at 49% and 46%—below simple
majority (Kaiser 2019). Polls on Medicare-For-All
from the past few years that use these framings in their
questions yielded results in correlation to the Kaiser
terminology poll findings. Trends in Medicare-For-All
polling show that polls framing Medicare-For-All as a
national government healthcare system or as “MedicareFor-All” itself tend to result in majority favorability
toward the system, whereas polls framing MedicareFor-All in terms of a single-payer system or raising
taxes to fund it resulted in majority unfavorability/
opposition. On an issue as consistently divisive and
ambiguous as Medicare-For-All, the effect of framing
alone is significant enough to be the condition upon
which public opinion on the issue is decided.
Healthcare as an American Right
Medicare-For-All is an egalitarian policy proposal
that aims to provide healthcare for every American.
Supporters of healthcare expansion, ranging from

Through the Frames: Public Opinion on Medicare-For-All
increased Medicare/Medicaid funding to a public option
to full-fledged Medicare-For-All, do so out of individual
self-interest for themselves and their families, but also
out of egalitarian concern for all other members of their
society.
Medicare-For All as terminology includes the term
Medicare, which is an established and overwhelmingly
popular government healthcare program that has had a
tangible impact on millions of Americans for decades. By
evoking the familiar and framing universal healthcare as
a complete expansion of Medicare to include everyone,
positive polling on Medicare-For-All borrows from the
favorability of Medicare and from Americans’ comfort
with a pre-existing program that they see as functional
and effective. A Pew poll from July 2019 found that of
the 44% of people who did not believe healthcare to
be the government’s responsibility, 38% of them still
believed that Medicare and Medicaid programs should
be continued (Pew 2019). By presenting Medicare-ForAll by that name and framing nationalized healthcare
as an extension of a pre-existing system, proponents
are able to win over a certain fraction of the public that
may otherwise be persuaded against it. Those who are
concerned about the success of Medicare-For-All once
implemented would have their fears, at least in part,
soothed by the knowledge that Medicare already exists,
and successfully so, in its present form.
Gallup polls from the last two decades consistently
reveal that over a majority of Americans believe that it is
the responsibility of the federal government to provide
healthcare to the public (Gallup 2000-2020). In 2019,
Kaiser found that 85% of Americans are in consensus
on this issue, significantly higher than in November
2006 and September 2008 where the same poll showed
74-75% (Kaiser 2006, 2008, 2019). This shared value
of government responsibility is clearly reflected in the
results of Medicare-for-All polling questions that frame
the policy as a national/government system. Presenting
Medicare-For-All as a universal or national government
healthcare system places direct responsibility in the
hands of the federal government, and it signals to the
majority of Americans persuaded that government
responsibility in Medicare-For-All is the public policy
solution to their dissatisfaction with the current system,
their concerns about healthcare access and affordability,
and their belief that government must do its job to
insure public health.
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The Inaccessibility of Public Policy Terminology
Healthcare is a deeply complicated policy issue with
widespread implications for both the economy and
the personal lives of individuals. The public’s factual
knowledge, or the lack thereof, is essential to explaining
why certain frames work favorably while others do
not. The word single-payer is a technical policy term
used to describe a universal health care system with
a singular public, or quasi-public, agency financing
healthcare for all users within the system. In contrast,
a multi-payer system is financed by a private company,
the government, and/or the healthcare users themselves
in a combination system. In the case of single-payer
Medicare-For-All, the single-payer in question would
be the United States federal government. The issue
with this definition is that “single-payer” isn’t selfexplanatory or linguistically accessible in the way that
the words “national,” “universal,” or “government” are.
These three words explicitly proclaim the universality
of the program and indicate that the government is
the provider, whereas “single-payer” lends itself to
vagueness and confusion. A November 2017 Gallup poll
asked about one’s view of Medicare-For-All, defined as
a “single-payer health insurance program that would be
administered by the federal government and financed
through taxes,” and 61% of respondents answered that
they did not know enough to say (Gallup 2017). The April
2019 Kaiser poll that surveyed different terminology
framings for Medicare-For-All demonstrated that of all
the terms polled, the largest “no opinion” response was
to “single-payer health insurance system” — indicating
that there is a significant lack of knowledge among
the general public regarding what “single-payer” means
(Kaiser 2019).
Evidently, the “single-payer” framing not only fails
to garner a positive response, but it also fails to guide
respondents toward making an informed opinion on
the question being asked. When a public policy proposal
is as ambitious and progressive as Medicare For-All, its
likeability depends on the survey question’s inherent
capacity for self-explanation. A question framing
that confuses respondents from the get-go is a poor
approach that undermines public support. Framing
Medicare-For-All as “single-payer” program is not only
detrimental to its proponents’ quest for public approval
but is also a hindrance to the public’s capacity to form
an educated opinion.
Factual knowledge is important not only to the
explanation behind why certain framings work while
others do not, it is also relevant to the partisan divide
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over Medicare-For-All. A January of 2020 Kaiser
report found that Democrats are more likely to be
familiar with the potential impacts of a Medicare-forall plan than they were in the June 2019. This outcome,
derived from improved public knowledge, can be
attributed to the saliency of this policy proposal in the
extensive Democratic presidential primary debates
and surrounding political discourse related to health
policy in the 2020 elections (Kaiser 2020). It is entirely
probable and very likely that Democrats are more
favorable toward Medicare-For-All due, at least in
part, to being informed enough on the subject through
saturated media exposure and elite heuristics originating
from Democratic elected officials, candidates, and
organizations.
Fear Mongering of a Social Policy
The terminology that polled worst in the April 2019
Kaiser study was “socialized medicine” (Kaiser 2019).
This is due to Americans’ lingering resentment towards
and fear of communism and socialism — a direct legacy
of the Red Scares of the 20st century and of recent
Republican fear mongering towards socialist states like
Venezuela. Many Republican elites view Medicare-ForAll as a socialist idea proposed by radicals, evoking fear
and disdain from the public. Consequently, a socialist
framing of a Medicare-For-All plan polls very poorly
with the public. This perception reflects the elite theory
of democracy at work.
Whereas Democratic elites and liberal media
covering those elites have sought to educate their voters
and the public on Medicare-For-All and public option
as policy proposals under consideration, Republican
elites and conservative media outlets, like Fox News,
have launched a counter-offense on Medicare-ForAll as socialist overtake of the United States. This duo
elite polarization and loaded political rhetoric trickles
down to affliated voters, yielding the disparity in
public opinion on the subject between Democrats and
Republicans. A Kaiser poll from October of 2020 found
that eight in ten Democrats support Medicare-ForAll while three in four Republicans oppose it (Kaiser
2020). Not too long ago, as a result of signaling from
Democratic and Republican parties and leaders, both
political parties were deeply split on Obamacare. They
are now similarly influenced by those same party elites
on a Medicare-For-All plan.
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CONCLUSION
Healthcare is an intensely socio-tropic concern and
a policy issue with the demonstrated capacity to transcend
individual self-interest, and a profound saliency in
contemporary American politics. Most Americans
place healthcare as a top priority, are deeply dissatisfied
with the cost of healthcare in the United States, believe
that there are significant problems within the American
healthcare system, and are more concerned about cost
of and access to healthcare than about any kind of actual
health problem. Healthcare costs are steadily rising,
quality of care is dropping, and a once in a lifetime
global pandemic has left the American healthcare
system reeling and in shambles. Under these conditions,
the winds of public opinion swaying toward change is a
mere sign of the times. The political opportunity is ripe
for healthcare reform.
While a public option has overwhelming support, it
is not the only option that can garner majority public
support. Likewise, Medicare-For-All has the capacity to
win over the American public with the right framing.
If it is presented right by its proponents, Medicare-ForAll can be a popular policy proposal with enormous
potential, and its implantation may solve some of the
greatest crises that Americans face within the current
healthcare system.
Medicare-For-All is a bold vision that seeks to
provide universal healthcare for three hundred and fifty
million Americans. While all other developed nations
in the world have a universal healthcare system, none of
them are as populous or as geographically expansive as
the United States. Although America is the wealthiest
country in the history of the world, establishing a system
of Medicare-For-All that is expansive as the United
States demands is an unprecedented task that would
require the overhaul of a private healthcare system that
is a significant part of the United States economy, the
dismantling of which would jeopardize many jobs in the
private sector and pose potential financial instability to
many Americans.
Constitutionally, Medicare-For-All is in a legal gray
area. If Medicare-For-All were to be implemented,
enormous challenges lay ahead with consequential
implications on the American economy and on society
as we know it.
Despite that, the American public is eager for healthcare
reform, decisively in favor of a public-option system,
and open to considering a full universal healthcare
system. Although public opinion on Medicare-For-All
remains divided for now, based on empirical research,
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it is clear that the proposal has grown in popularity over
the last decade. Whether public opinion on MedicareFor-All crosses the threshold into consistent majority
support in the near future is contingent upon how its
proponents — politicians, citizens, and organizations
alike — frame the issue. If its proponents frame the
policy as an expansion of Medicare, they can evoke the
familiar, borrow from Medicare’s popularity, and use
that to propel Medicare-For-All forward. If supporters
of Medicare-For-All advocate for it on the basis that it’s
a national system run by the government, and therefore
a universal and egalitarian system, they can make broad
appeal across party and ideology lines, united the public
under the shared value that a government is supposed
to provide for its people. If advocates fail to frame
this policy in ways that are demonstratively effective,
and instead make the mistake of pitching it with the
polarizing terms of “socialized medicine” or raising
taxes, or the confusing terminology of “single-payer”,
they risk alienating an already divided general public.
The challenges ahead are enormous, but the
obstacles are not insurmountable. We stand at a
precipice of American history. The catastrophe of the
COVID-19 pandemic colliding against an already
deeply unaffordable, unjust, and broken healthcare
system has created a rare opportunity for change. But
before Medicare-For-All can be a public health reality
in the United States, it must first become a political
plausibility. The first battle of Medicare-For-All will be
fought on the field of public opinion, and it can be won
through the frames.
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Table 1. Medicare-For-All Framing: “Medicare-For-All” or “Medicare Expansion”
Poll and Date			

Terminology				Polling (+/-)

Kaiser 3/2020		
Medicare-For-All*
		54
PEW 1/2020		
Medicare-For-All*
		55
Quinnipiac 11/2019
Single-Payer, Medicare Expansion* 36
NPR/PBS/Marist 7/2019
Medicare-For-All*
		41
ABC/WaPo 6-7/2019		
Medicare Expansion* 		41
CBS 10/2018			Medicare Expansion*			65

% Difference

41		 13
45		 10
52		 -16
54		 -13
52		 -11
30		 35

Notes: * indicates multiple framings used in survey questions.
Sources: Kaiser Family Foundation 2020; ABC/Washington Post 2020; PEW 2020; Quinnipiac 2019; NPR/PBS/Marist
2019; NBC/WSJ 2019; ABC/Washington Post 2019; CNN 2019; Monmouth 2019; CBS 2018; Quinnipiac 2017; NBC/WSJ
2017.

Table 2. Medicare-For-All Framing: “Universal Healthcare”
Poll and Date 		Terminology			

Polling (+/-)

Kaiser 3/2020			
National, Government*
54
ABC/WaPo2/2020		
Government			
41
PEW 1/2020			
National, Government*
55
NPR/PBS/Marist 7/2019
National*			
41
NBC/WSJ 7/2019		
Government*			
44
ABC/WaPo 6-7/2019		
Universal Healthcare*		
41
CNN 6/2019			
National*			
56
Monmouth 4/2019		
Universal Healthcare		
58
CBS 10/2018			
Government*			
65
NBC/WSJ 9/2017		
Government*			
47
CBS/NYT 12/2014		Government*			43

41
52
45
54
49
52
40
37
30
46
50

% Difference
13
-11
10
-13
-5
-11
16
21
35
1
-7

Notes: “Universal Healthcare” is also known as “National” or “Government” healthcare.
* indicates multiple framings used in survey questions.
Sources: Kaiser Family Foundation 2020; ABC/Washington Post 2020; PEW 2020; Quinnipiac 2019; NPR/PBS/Marist
2019; NBC/WSJ 2019; ABC/Washington Post 2019; CNN 2019; Monmouth 2019; CBS 2018; Quinnipiac 2017; NBC/WSJ
2017.
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Table 3. Medicare-For-All Framing: “Single-Payer”
Poll and Date 		Terminology
Quinnipiac 11/2019		
NBC/WSJ 7/2019		
Quinnipiac 9/2017		
NBC/WSJ 9/2017		
CBS/NYT 12/2014		

Single-Payer*		
Single-Payer*		
Single-Payer*		
Single-Payer*		
Single-Payer*		

Polling (+/-)
36
44
41
47
43

52
49
50
46
50

80

% Difference
-16
-5
-9
1
-7

Notes: * indicates multiple framings used in survey questions.
Sources: Kaiser Family Foundation 2020; ABC/Washington Post 2020; PEW 2020; Quinnipiac 2019; NPR/PBS/Marist
2019; NBC/WSJ 2019; ABC/Washington Post 2019; CNN 2019; Monmouth 2019; CBS 2018; Quinnipiac 2017; NBC/WSJ
2017.

Table 4. Medicare-For-All Framing: “Taxes”
Poll and Date 		Terminology		

Polling (+/-)

NBC/WSJ 7/2019		
CNN 6/2019			
Quinnipiac 9/2017		
NBC/WSJ 9/2017		
CBS/NYT 12/2014		

44
56
41
47
43

Taxes*			
Taxes*			
Taxes*			
Taxes*			
Taxes*			

49
40
50
46
50

% Difference
-5
16
-9
1
-7

Notes: * indicates multiple framings used in survey questions.
Sources: Kaiser Family Foundation 2020; ABC/Washington Post 2020; PEW 2020; Quinnipiac 2019; NPR/PBS/Marist
2019; NBC/WSJ 2019; ABC/Washington Post 2019; CNN 2019; Monmouth 2019; CBS 2018; Quinnipiac 2017; NBC/WSJ
2017.
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Celebrities Everywhere?
How Influencers Are Changing the World
By
Hermann Strasser and Amelie Duckwitz
Abstract:
Are you a celebrity yet? As Andy Warhol predicted decades ago, anybody can be famous for at least 15 minutes.
Today you can become famous in 15 seconds via TikTok. Celebrities have always existed, in all walks of life, just
not in the large numbers, individual meanings and social functions that they have today. Only today you do not
need a title of nobility or a starring role in a Hollywood movie. Often, all it takes is an Instagram channel that is
regularly updated with selfies, photos, and stories. Modern society is a battle for the scarce commodity of attention.
Therefore, our central question is what functions do celebrities and influencers actually serve? Are prominent
figures like profane gods who provide orientation?
Key Words: Prominent figures, celebrities, influencer, opinion leader, attention, mediatization, individualized
society.
Introduction
As the American pop-artist Andy Warhol (19281987) predicted decades ago, anyone can be famous
for at least 15 minutes. Were Warhol alive today and
familiar with TikTok, he would change the time frame
for being famous to 15 seconds. In our book (Strasser &
Duckwitz 2021), we focus on the role that celebrities and
influencers play in society.1 Our objective is to answer
the following five questions. First, what are celebrities
or influencers? Second, why are they increasing in
importance? Third, what constitutes an influencer
economy? Fourth, are prominent figures profane gods
who provide guidance? Finally, fifth, what did we learn
from our research on celebrities and influencers and
what are our conclusions? This essay, based on our
book, offers readers a point of view on the role that
celebrities and influencers play in modern society.
1

The book on which this Point of View Essay is based appeared
recently as the third volume in the new series "Edition soziologie
heute" in German. The series is part of the activities of the journal
soziologie heute (sociology today) which is published in Linz,
Austria. The German title of this series is Promis im Wandel: Von
den Celebritys zu den Influencern (Prominence in Transition: From
Celebrities to Influencers). Publisher: Amazon /Kindle Direct
Publishing, 2021. Paperback: 176 pp. Also available as Kindle
e-book.

The Tradition and Perception of Celebrity Is
Changing
Celebrities and prominent figures have always
existed, although not in this large number and in regard
to the individual meanings and social functions that
they have today. The differentiation of a star system
began with the increasing spread of audiovisual mass
media that transmitted images and information to a
"dispersed audience" (Maletzke 1963: 30) and provided
a connecting topic of conversation.
Nowadays, one does not have to have a title of
nobility, a starring role in a Hollywood movie, or a
leading position in the corporate world, although
those things help one to achieve prominent status.
An Instagram channel regularly updated with selfies,
stories, and statements can make anyone a prominent
figure. There does not have to be any earth-shaking
experience or point behind it. A properly staged body
is enough, as you can see with Kim Kardashian. At
the core of traditional prominence are the celebrities,
"those who are celebrated", and the prominent figures,
the famous, because they stand out, as the Latin word
prominere suggests.
A prominent figure is recognized by far more people
than he or she knows. They stand out because they
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have something to say about everything and everyone,
as former President Trump demonstrated on Twitter
before his account was suspended. The prominent
figure tries to underpin his or her status with a social
posture in order to meet the expectations of the public
(cf. Schneider 2004: 24; Peters 1996: 16). Before the
emergence of industrial society, tradition, and lineage
were crucial for belonging to the elite, derived from the
Latin word, eligere "to select". In contrast, in modern
societies it is primarily one’s social functions as reflected
in acquired positions and fulfilled role expectations.
The contrast between the elite and the masses still
seems unbridgeable. Nevertheless, a relationship of
dependency has developed between prominence and
the rest of the population, decisively mediated by
the media. The media’s penetration of all areas of life
is known as "mediatization" (Krotz 2001), as other
subsystems of society (e.g., politics, business, science
and sports) are oriented to the selection criteria of the
media. Nowadays, prominence results primarily from
acclaim, the assignment of prominent status through
publicity (cf. Gabler 2001: 195).
Attention: The New Currency
Prominent status comes about not through what
a person can do, but how he or she sells himself or
herself, i.e., makes an appearance. This also has to do
with the fact that we live in a multiple society, in an
individualized, globalized, and media communication
society at the same time.
The individualizing society is characterized by more
education, income and mobility and thus more outward
orientation of people. The traditional institutions
of family, school, church and social class have lost
their power of orientation. The search for meaning
is therefore not becoming obsolete; on the contrary,
it is all the more important. People have to rely more
on their ability to communicate appropriately in the
media. This is also proven by the 16-year-old Charli
D’Amelio, who has achieved over 100 million followers
on TikTok in no time with her dance videos. Today
we have to communicate more than ever before. Even
members of the English royal family, William and Kate,
the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, ensure their
public approval via carefully staged family pictures
via Instagram, on which Queen Elizabeth II should, of
course, not be missing.
The search for meaning takes place in networks, among
friends and colleagues, in short-term communities
of interest. As society becomes more globalized and
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networked, complexity increases and boundaries
disappear. We have to adapt to new situations more
and more often. In the media society, a social battle
has broken out for the scarce commodity of attention.
Especially in social networks, attention has become
a badge of importance (cf. Pörksen/Krischke 2010).
Already in the 1990s, the urban planner Georg Franck
(1998) spoke of attention as the "most irresistible of all
drugs", more valuable than any income.
The influence of social networks and the media
attention machine has increased social control in a
new way. We literally live in a contradictory society in
which social networks provide ratings, media provide
attention, and progressive digitization provides
mobility in all walks of life. However, the rapid pace
of change is hardly creating meaning anymore. But
meaning takes time, even though uncertainty is quite
human, since it has shaped evolution and fed humans
with energy as resourceful adaptors (cf. Butollo 2015).
Even if the public sphere is divided between media,
virtual internet presence and analog communication
centers, the common feature remains: attention. Web
2.0 ultimately enables anyone to reach a public audience
with their self-created content without prior technical
knowledge and without a media organization in the
background. In addition, everyone can immediately see
from the number of followers and likes what resonance
this content meets.
For media creators, it has become the main task to
infect celebrity portraits with feelings and motives in
order to turn thin stories into tangible stories, thus
generating emotions and gaining attention. No wonder
that the divorce between Melinda and Bill Gates is more
interesting than their global public health engagement
or Microsoft. What is decisive is not who actually takes
part in a (sports) competition or who wins. What is
decisive is the presence in and of the media. Even
the content of talk shows is emotionalized, different
opinions are staged as a duel between protagonists
and not infrequently play into the hands of political
populism.
The Influencer Economy: Authenticity as Staging
We are part of a communication revolution in which
everyone can be a receiver and a sender. Media produce
topics that would not be topics at all without them.
Through publicity, events are given meaning, which is
followed by renewed attention. New worlds of meaning
continue to emerge at an ever-increasing rate. With the
increase in information, however, the call for orientation
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aids and standards of evaluation grows louder. Even if
culture and communication determine the boundaries
of our social reality, the hyperreality of the media offers
orientation, personalized by prominent figures. These
are evaluated on the basis of their authenticity, which
has long since become a staging. Both social networks
and analog celebrations and events often show people
not who they are, but above all who they would like to
be.
And so the influencer has also come into the world
through the measurability and visibility of attention
via social media. The term "influencer" comes up early
in opinion leader research (Lazarsfeld et al. 1949;
Rogers/Shoemaker 1971: 199), but it has only become
established in the new phenomenon of "digital opinion
leaders" (Schach/Lommatzsch 2018). Through the
network effects of social media, opinion leadership is
gaining momentum. Everyone has the easy opportunity
to communicate his or her own content to a public
audience. Two-way communication enables direct and
equally public feedback, which in turn, supported by
algorithms, can contribute to viral spread.
Finally, this dynamic is also related to the formation
of virtual fan communities, as known from mass media
communication. The boundaries between (mass) media
celebrities and influencers are becoming increasingly
blurred. It is often no longer clear whether the person
has become known to a more or less large public through
his or her involvement in social media or outside these
media. Meanwhile, opinion leadership itself has been
professionalized. Being an influencer has become a
profession that can be used as a main source of income.
Kylie Jenner, the half-sister of Kim Kardashian and
"famous for being famous", is already being praised as
a self-made billionaire, also because she promotes her
own products and earns the most money from it. She is
considered a master of self-staging and self-marketing.
Just recently, by selling shares of her Kylie Cosmetics
brand to Coty she has become $ 600 million richer.
Some parents even give up their jobs and live on the
digital marketing of their children, as we show with
some examples in the book. With mini-influencers,
as the channel "Ryan Toys Review" of the 8-year-old
American Ryan Kaji demonstrates, advertisers are
finding access to new target groups. And more and more
children are assessing influencer as a career aspiration.
In the influencer economy, we are dealing with a new
culture of self-promotion according to the motto "The
content is me" (Pfeifer 2018). Paradoxically, this leads to
successful self-staging being copied en masse. In order
to survive successfully in this complex world, today’s
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externally-oriented person is especially dependent on
impression management (cf. Strasser 2020: Ch. 4). He
is not only concerned with being good and better than
others, but also with giving the impression that he is
good and better.
So What? Conclusions and Implications
Repetition transforms the advertising message of
influencers into apparent truthfulness. The self-image of
the digitally controlled consumer is increasingly shaped
by the perception of an unmanageable community.
Their influence becomes possible because celebrities
serve as "projection surfaces" for the identification
needs that are as diverse as they are ambivalent – needs
driven by media channels and by commerce.
And so it is not surprising that some celebrities, who
represent an ideal identification figure for various target
groups, are idolized. Their prominent status depends
crucially on the interaction among the prominent
figure, the media, and the public. Idolization is part
of modern society’s search for meaning. Nowadays,
search for meaning is accompanied by felt belonging
in scenes, networks, and events – that is, in self-selected
communities where celebrities are present. These
short-term communities correspond to the quest for
expressive, emotional and aestheticized experience of
community in an individualized society. Smartphones
capture all the scenes in real time and allow the world
to participate.
It always takes a brilliant person as well as a public
curiosity, an audience, to learn more about this person.
For this reason we also focused on two questions in our
book: first, what celebrities can do with the media and,
second, what the media can do to us, in general, and
to celebrities, in particular. The individualized person
lives from difference and exists in communities of
choice. He or she no longer draws his or her identity
from the internalized unity of individual and society.
Rather, the individual must constantly identify himself
anew, not to say invent herself according to the pattern:
He or she who does not distinguish himself or herself
perishes, that is, loses his or her identity.
In this coalition of prominence, the media, and the
public, prominent figures play the role of a modern god
who provides people with an orientation. Through the
new currency of attention, prominence also provides
the people who are in contact with prominent figures
with the potential for upward social mobility and
provides the media with a business model that ensures
their survival. Therefore, the meritocracy is not doing
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away with itself; rather, the meritocracy is becoming a Schneider, U. F.2004. Der Januskopf der Prominenz:
different kind of society, a society that idolizes success.
Zum ambivalenten Verhältnis von Privatheit
In other words, the means of human actions have
und Öffentlichkeit. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für
changed, not their goals.
Sozialwissenschaften.
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Revisiting Teaching While Leaking: COVID Edition
By
Lisa Jean Moore
Abstract:
This point of view essay offers my interpretation of some bodily breaches that happened while I was teaching
remotely and synchronously during COVID. Online platforms produce an obvious and lamentable distance
between faculty and student while at the same time and ironically this type of teaching transgresses some of the
professional distance offered by the brick-and-mortar classroom. The essay also argues that this type of leaking is
gendered with particular consequences for female bodies.
Key Words: Bodies, Embodiment, COVID, Remote Teaching, Boundaries, Norms, Social Solidarity, Gender

Introduction
The Time Before I Could Turn Off My Computer
Screen
One of my most humiliating experiences happened
when I was a new assistant professor at The College of
Staten Island (CSI) in 1998. A first-time mother to a
4-month-old, beginning my career after a move from
California, I was the most recent hire and therefore
assigned a really undesirable teaching schedule. I was
exhausted and overwhelmed.
Scrambling to impress all in my pursuit of tenure,
I avidly pursued my colleagues’ advice -- make sure
to publish at least three peer reviewed articles, sign a
book contract, get top marks on teaching evaluations,
present research at national conferences, join high profile
committees and be collegial. These guidelines were
certainly in line with what my peers heard at other
institutions. I was also the recipient of less official or
sideways suggestions. My gender normative appearance
and new mother status enabled me to pass as
heterosexual among the faculty and the students. When
erroneous assumptions about my identity came up by,
for instance, correcting colleagues’ presumptions that I
was married or my daughter’s eyes were inherited from
my husband, I received direct and indirect guidance
about my queerness. In fact, I was explicitly told not
to ‘come out’ as a lesbian to my students because it

would be distracting, and maybe lead to low teaching
evaluations jeopardizing my job security.
I felt an enormous amount of pressure this first
semester at CSI. Even now, every time I cross the
Verrazano Bridge that connects Staten Island to my
home in Brooklyn, I remember my near daily blearyeyed, mascara runny, anxious sobbing. At the same
time that I was navigating individual and institutional
homophobia and acute assistant professoritis, I was
trying to keep my breastmilk supply robust through
expressing milk every four hours. I’d sit at my office
desk, locking the door from any overeager students
who sometimes walked in without knocking, and
surreptitiously fit pumping between meetings and
classes. I was simultaneously finding my rhythm as a
teacher and a mother, throwing myself into both my
pedagogy and parenting, keeping my mind and my
body separate.
In class, during one particularly escalated conversation
about gender, race, and social justice, I got swept up in
the passion of teaching and casually came out to my
students. My lesbianism slipped out and I instantly
panicked at my mistake. I was nervously thinking about
the ramifications of my admission and how to walk
it back when I realized that the emotionality of the
moment had triggered the let-down reflex (also known
as the milk ejection reflex). My milk began to flow from
my breasts, leaking through my bra, down the front of
my ‘professional’ silk shirt, and onto the floor. I was
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dizzy and disoriented trying to pull down my shirt and
collect my papers. I realized I didn’t belong there, or at
least my leaky breasts didn’t.
As feminist theorists have explained, public space and
professional expectations are organized around male
fear of leaky female bodies (Shildrick 1997). Historically
women’s participation in the public sphere has been
limited by patriarchal regulations. These regulations
are justified claiming that women must be controlled,
protected, or segregated; female bodies have insecure
boundaries and are unruly and not under conscious
control (Grosz 1994). I did not want to be reduced to
‘nursing mother’ or objectified as ‘leaking breasts’ as I
worked to establish myself as part of the academy. But I
couldn’t help it. These embodied breaches of academic
space are highly gendered; they are at the same time
impolite or ‘unladylike,’ ironically drawing heightened
awareness to my female body.
This entire experience is recounted in an essay I
published in Feminist Teacher in 2007 (Moore 2007).
That article explores how as professors our bodies
are on display for our students, wide open to their
interpretation. Importantly, however, our bodies are
not always under our control despite our efforts to
modulate our sometimes-theatrical performativity in
the classroom. We aren’t always able to contain our
bodies -- our sweat, tears, flatulence, breastmilk or even
our utterances.
The overlying themes of this point of view essay are
multiple and interconnected. First, I am revisiting my
experiential essay from approximately 25 years ago
to discuss unexpected leakages of bodies in teaching
spaces and to explain how this still happens in remote
synchronous teaching albeit in different ways. Second,
I want to articulate how this leakage is gendered and
involves some invisible labor in the classroom as well as
potential breaches of social norms. Third, I hope that
my feminist point of view contributes to our collective
recognition that teaching remotely does not necessarily
take the body out of the teaching experience and that,
furthermore, it creates new ways for bodies to leak and
spill into the mediated classroom. Fourth, the point of
view format is generative in that it enables the author
to articulate a personal experience – in a C. Wright
Mills fashion1, whereby my very personal ‘problems’
(however disclosed in the classroom) are turned into
social issues open to reason. This essay, as well as the
text, lays bare my personal experiences in a public
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forum as a way to bring some insight into how teaching
and intimacy are socially experienced and interpreted
during remote teaching. As a scholar, I am elevating my
personal troubles to the level of the social as a way to
engage a sociological public.

Tricky Boundaries

As professors, our words and embodied actions,
including our slip-ups and our unconscious reflexes,
are all information available to inquisitive students,
potentially producing a certain familiarity, humanization,
and intimacy in the classroom. This intimacy can be
productive and exhilarating, enabling greater opportunity
for the transmission of content, theory, or concepts.
This intimacy can also be exhausting, embarrassing,
painful, dangerous, and scary. Nearly 25 years later, I’m
in a much different place professionally and personally
and even still it both delights and irks me how much my
body interferes with my ability to maintain a professional
distance and sense of dignity with my students.
For me, maintaining some professional boundaries
as well as personal integrity has been important when
teaching. Especially as a younger woman, I vigilantly
attended to impression management to manufacture
my external presentation of self as a credible scholar
and educator. I felt preoccupied by the desire to be taken
seriously and establish a sense of legitimate authority.
When students called me “Miss”, I gently corrected them
that I was “Professor.” I dressed in clothes, blazers and
slacks, that I considered distinct from student attire. I’d
internalized the norm of the rational intellectual without
a messy body as desirable, but my female reproductive
body got in the way.
As I have aged, and grown as a professor, I have
pushed at these boundaries and I’ve found them less
imperative than I initially did. Part of this comes as
I have gained more job security and proved myself as
a professional. Part of it is also because I am white,
normatively feminine and able bodied; each affording
me certain privileges such as privacy, status, and
conformity. Pre-Covid I always consciously modulated
my embodied performance (my voice, my clothing,
my facial expressions) and managed my unintentional
bodily leakages (breast milk, tripping over cords,
hiccups, migraines) in the classroom. I’ve also noted
how revealing my embodiment (intentionally or not)
creates intimacy, challenges personal dignity, rattles
confidence, loosens rigid roles, and enables connections
1
“What he ought to do for the individual is to turn personal troubles across the professor/student divide.
and concerns into social issues and problems open to reason”(Mills
I would have thought that teaching during COVID
1959/2000: 59).
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over the past two years, there would have been less
opportunities for these leakages. Clearly if my breasts
leaked while on Zoom, I could have easily adjusted my
camera or turned off my screen. However, this shoring
up of privacy and erasure of embodied slippages has
not happened. In fact, the blurring of public and private
is rapidly reconstructed on many levels. The taken for
granted tacit formal and informal rules of boundaries
within higher education are being reorganized. For
example, there seems to be no private domestic space
any longer when Zoom offers unprecedented access
to see and hear inside our homes. At the same time,
the affective experiences of COVID and embodied
vulnerability, facilitates bodies leaking into virtual
‘classroom’ spaces’ in new and fascinating ways.
This point of view essay offers my interpretation of
some bodily breaches that happened while teaching
remotely and synchronously during COVID. Online
platforms produce an obvious and lamentable distance
between faculty and student while at the same time and
ironically this type of teaching transgresses some of the
professional distance offered by the brick-and-mortar
classroom.

‘You Are Muted:’ Adjusting to New Norms in
Pedagogy
COVID-19 has reorganized academic work from the
micro-interactional to the macro-structural. We have
had to download software, become adept at televisual
systems, figure out bandwidth, manage lighting, rewrite
lesson plans, and navigate breakout rooms, to mention
but a few. There are new rituals and routines, and new
ways of speaking. I’ve uttered or been told “you’re
muted” dozens of times. And I’ve repeated, “OK let me
just share my screen. Can everyone see that?” more than
I care to count.
This reorganization is also happening with the
pervasive sense of precarity brought by global pandemic
and everyday acknowledgement of the fragility of life.
The emotional work of teaching has taken on new
dimensions for both isolated students and faculty
members connecting through fiber optic cables in an
era of great uncertainty. Over the past two years, I have
been told several times that I am the only person outside
of immediate family that my students interact with on
a regular basis. And I have witnessed, as reported in the
literature, that students are more anxious, distracted,
and less motivated (Gillis & Krull 2020).
As we face these adjustments, news media reports
in addition to warning us about rising case counts,
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also offered helpful but activating stories about how to
‘protect your family’s privacy during remote learning’
and preventing intrusion into one’s private life (Caron
2020). The desire to protect the private living spaces
of families and shield students from others’ judgement
has meant creating safe spaces on Zoom that do not
require students to turn on their cameras. As a faculty
member, in meetings and while teaching, it seems less
optional for me to turn off my camera. I am not sure I
am afforded the same degree of privacy as the students.
Many faculty members have experienced a Zoom
meeting like this one. Our first Spring semester 2019
meeting with the administration was about enrollment
and felt bizarre. The president sat in his living room
dressed rather casually with his cat on his lap and
delivered several grim statistics. I couldn’t help but be
distracted by the cat, so sweet and happy sitting there.
I wonder if the cat was psyched to have him home all
the time. The president seemed calmer as he stroked the
cat--very Dr. Evil. One person was sitting outside, and
their garden looked so lush and beautiful. I felt envious
of her outdoor space and green thumb. The head of IT
was in his painting studio, and I could catch a glimpse
of canvases behind him. I tried to pin him so I could see
the paintings larger. I mean, I am a sociologist -- makes
sense that I continue to be really curious about these
people and how they actually live. I’m still curious what
they think of my bed behind me in my Zoom rectangle.
Do they think it is inappropriate to see where I sleep
while in a meeting?
Similar to looking into well-lit apartment windows
on evening walks with my dog, I was, and continue to
be, fascinated by the access to little bits of private lives of
my peers. Maybe I am a sociologist because I am nosy?
I do know this curiosity about people’s private spaces
is not limited to just sociologists. Students liven up
whenever my dog makes an appearance on Zoom. And
last semester, my 11-year-old bursting into my room
with a technical glitch, led to many sympathetic nods
from my Bioethics class, troubleshooting advice, and
even compliments on her hair color. Students seem to
like these opportunities to see behind the curtains and
witness a tiny slice of domestic space.
‘I’m Praying for Your Vagina:’ New Leakages in
Online Teaching
Understandably, some students, college administrators,
and some faculty were eager to start up teaching faceto-face as we tentatively manage COVID in the SUNY
system. I agreed to teach my Fall 2021 classes through
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a hybrid model (i.e., delivering the lectures both faceto-face in a class with some students and simulcast on
Zoom for other students). However, just prior to the
semester beginning, I had to have a medical procedure
to repair a gynecological side effect of giving birth to
three children. This procedure required me to adhere to
a recovery period of two weeks, limiting both walking
and standing. This recovery protocol meant I started my
in-person classes exclusively on Zoom.
This difference in location of class was explained to
my incoming students as a medical recovery from a
health procedure. During one class, I was screensharing
my computer through Zoom to lecture from some
slides. Typically, I turn off my text notifications on
my laptop but this particular class I had forgotten.
About a half-hour into class, my best friend from high
school began to rapid fire text me about how annoyed
she was at her children. Seeing the first text, “Just give
me a little tranquility. These kids are so ungrateful,”
I laughed glancing at the gallery of muted students
smiling and giggling. “Whoopsie, forgot to disable
that.” I apologized. Then I fumbled around trying to get
my texts to stop, hearing several pings indicating her
continued texting. A few more made it through to the
screen but I didn’t read them. I continued teaching.
About an hour later when I ended class, I scrolled
through my phone to read the texts and this is what her
last one said,
I love you so much. I’m praying for your vagina and
that the wall is healing well. I hope you are taking time
for yourself. No more grocery shopping. Let someone
else do that! Screw it, order in. Drink up. Take this
time to unwind.
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to over-explain things and make awkward situations
worse, I thought better of this idea. I didn’t know how
I would face some of them in person in a week. Maybe
I could switch the entire class to exclusively online and
somehow ‘break’ my camera?
As the shock wore off, I lost my breath laughing
with my family about the entire event. My partner
kept repeating, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”
I called my high school friend to tell her about ‘outing’
me to the students; she said, “I wonder what they think
is wrong with your vagina?” A few other friends sent
me YouTube clips of people breaching a variety of social
norms while working from home on Zoom.2 “At least you
didn’t pull a Jeffrey Toobin,” my friend Megan smirked,
referring to the October 2020 controversy where legal
analyst Toobin, during a Zoom meeting with his New
Yorker-colleagues, began masturbating. At the time,
he apologized by stating he didn’t know his camera
and sound were on. Toobin is back on the air after
an 8-month penance that included working at a food
bank, doing therapy and “trying to be a better person.”3
Rehabilitation seems to be about demonstrating how
civilized to overcome bodily urges revealed to be out of
control. But what of my professionalism? Even now, I
don’t know how much my students saw or what all they
read. Weeks into the semester, and currently teaching
in a hybrid setting, I never brought up the text and have
just continued to teach my students.
In addition to personal exposure of my private
medical procedures, there are other ways mediated
bodies spill into the Zoom classroom. During my
courses in Fall of 2020, a great number of my students’
lives were directly and horribly changed by COVID.
There were many class sessions where students shared
their stories through tears and sobs expressing such
immediate grief and feelings of profound alienation. The
crying was contagious sometimes leading to incoherent
utterances that trailed off. Staying in this space with
each other was both uncomfortable and consoling. It
was also exhausting and while unavoidable, as bodies
spilled raw emotion, an aspect of my job that I consider
with some trepidation. I feel uncertain about the level
of closeness and intimacy shared in my classrooms and
unsure of what to do with all the excess. The emotional
work of holding space or being ‘approachable’ enough

Stunned, I sat at my desk and in Proustian fashion, I
was instantaneously transported back to the humiliation
of my breast leaking. What are the chances that both my
breasts and my vagina manage to be special guest stars
in my classes? Am I now reduced to a broken vagina to
these students? I felt so much shame at my private body
parts being exposed. A deeper shame lurked beneath:
the humiliation at not doing a better job at vaginally
delivering my children and having a weak pelvic floor.
And as is typical of female shame with a feminist
consciousness, I felt ashamed of being ashamed and
2
disappointed I didn’t feel more empowered about my For example, this clip is of a woman going to the bathroom while
vagina’s public appearance. I wondered, maybe I should on Zoom https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BMlFtSlSJq8.
email and explain to them that my friend was referring 3
to my surgery, creating a teachable moment about See, for example, https://www.cnn.com/2021/06/10/media/jeffreyrectocele and women’s health issues. Having a tendency toobin-returns-cnn/index.html.

Revisiting Teaching While Leaking: COVID Edition
for students to express their feelings is a blessing and a
curse; it is also gendered.
CONCLUSION
COVID and higher education’s reaction has shifted
the previous architecture of professionalism -- the lecture
halls, microphones, desks, projectors, transforming
our bedrooms and personal computers into sites of
public labor. This ongoing transformation has created
new leakages, new challenges and new intimacies
providing an opportunity for social solidarity expressed
through compassion. We can see how each other live,
how we decorate our spaces, how we ‘feel from home’.
Importantly, I don’t want to glamorize this turn toward
new intimacy because based on my personal experience,
this intimacy comes at a cost not equally distributed
across all faculty. Female embodiment is circumscribed
by both emotional labor and the milky bloody
leakiness; these forms of leakiness can be reinforcing
whereby the unintentional embodied slippages loose
rigid distinctions between statuses. Students might
feel more comfortable crying to an obvious mother.
From my experience, and from witnessing professional
reorganization during the pandemic, the remote (the
private and the home) is a complicated place for women
who have always been tethered to it in some way.
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